University of Wollongong

Research Online
Faculty of Social Sciences - Honours Theses

University of Wollongong Thesis Collections

2019

Composting: a Visceral Geography
Kaitlyn Jane Rankin

Follow this and additional works at: https://ro.uow.edu.au/thss
University of Wollongong
Copyright Warning
You may print or download ONE copy of this document for the purpose of your own research or study. The University
does not authorise you to copy, communicate or otherwise make available electronically to any other person any
copyright material contained on this site.
You are reminded of the following: This work is copyright. Apart from any use permitted under the Copyright Act
1968, no part of this work may be reproduced by any process, nor may any other exclusive right be exercised,
without the permission of the author. Copyright owners are entitled to take legal action against persons who infringe
their copyright. A reproduction of material that is protected by copyright may be a copyright infringement. A court
may impose penalties and award damages in relation to offences and infringements relating to copyright material.
Higher penalties may apply, and higher damages may be awarded, for offences and infringements involving the
conversion of material into digital or electronic form.
Unless otherwise indicated, the views expressed in this thesis are those of the author and do not necessarily
represent the views of the University of Wollongong.
Research Online is the open access institutional repository for the University of Wollongong. For further information
contact the UOW Library: research-pubs@uow.edu.au

Composting: a Visceral Geography
Abstract
Although the sustainability benefits of household composting have been widely publicised, the Australian
Bureau of Statistics reports that approximately half of the waste produced by the average Australian
household is compostable organic material (ABS 2012). Scientists warn that in an anaerobic landfill
environment, decomposing food waste omits harmful greenhouse gasses that contribute to global
warming. The uniqueness of this thesis is that it addresses people who compost informed by feminist
scholars and emotional geographies of household sustainability. The thesis aim is to discuss what
emotions do to mobilise or inhibit composting, triggered by proximity to (i) invertebrates (ii) vertebrates
(iii) and materials. This project uses a mixed-methods approach that combined a life narrative of
composting through semi-structured interviews with a participant sketch, show and tell, solicited photo or
video diary and a follow-up interview. It used a combination of thematic and sensory analysis,
underpinned by a visceral interpretive framework to guide the analysis. This thesis advances composting
literature and household sustainability by illustrating how love, disgust, shame, pride, anxiety, awe and
hate work as different kinds of orientations to consider when advocating for composting practices.
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Worms have played a more important part in the history of the
world than most persons would at first suppose.
-

CHARLES DARWIN 1882

(Punch 1882)
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Abstract
Although the sustainability benefits of household composting have been widely publicised, the
Australian Bureau of Statistics reports that approximately half of the waste produced by the
average Australian household is compostable organic material (ABS 2012). Scientists warn
that in an anaerobic landfill environment, decomposing food waste omits harmful greenhouse
gasses that contribute to global warming. The uniqueness of this thesis is that it addresses
people who compost informed by feminist scholars and emotional geographies of household
sustainability. The thesis aim is to discuss what emotions do to mobilise or inhibit composting,
triggered by proximity to (i) invertebrates (ii) vertebrates (iii) and materials. This project uses
a mixed-methods approach that combined a life narrative of composting through semistructured interviews with a participant sketch, show and tell, solicited photo or video diary
and a follow-up interview. It used a combination of thematic and sensory analysis, underpinned
by a visceral interpretive framework to guide the analysis. This thesis advances composting
literature and household sustainability by illustrating how love, disgust, shame, pride, anxiety,
awe and hate work as different kinds of orientations to consider when advocating for
composting practices.
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1 Introduction
1.1 Research significance and background
Compost is in an integral part of reducing landfill by preventing household food from becoming
waste. The absence of compost in most homes of the affluent global north is an integral part of
the story not only of the globalisation and corporatisation of food production and consumption
but the contribution of food waste to the changing climate (Babbitt 2017). The Food and
Agricultural Organisation estimated that on a global level, one third, around 1.3 billion tonnes
of food produced for human consumption is binned as food-waste each year (FAO 2019).
Australian households are no exception. In 2014-15, Australians produced about 3.1
megatonnes, the equivalent of 133 kg per capita of municipal food waste; only 6 per cent of
which was recycled after kerbside recovery (Pickin and Randell). In 2017, food waste disposal
cost the Australian economy approximately $20 billion (Commonwealth of Australia 2017).

When food-waste decomposes in an anaerobic landfill, it emits greenhouse gasses (GHGs) with
high global warming potentials. These GHGs are more harmful to the environment than carbon
dioxide (CO2); with nitrous oxide (N2O) being 298 and methane (CH4) 25 times more harmful
(Andersen et al. 2010; Babbitt, C.W. 2017). Moreover, food waste in landfill also produces
leachate (Adhikari 2010; Raghab et al. 2013; Abeliotis et al. 2016), which contaminates
groundwater and soils (Mosler et al. 2008). Twelve Green Chemistry principles guide scientists
to transition towards sustainable developments and achieve sustainability on a molecular level
(Anastas and Eghbali 2010; Blum et al. 2017; Gupta et al. 2010). The first Green Chemistry
principles propose waste prevention rather than remediation, including household composting
(Anastas and Warner 1998; Gupta et al. 2010; US EPA 2017).
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Household composting is a longstanding goal in municipal authority policies to address climate
change, toxic leachate and overflowing landfills (Aleisa and Al-Jarallah 2017; Andersen et al.
2010; Babbitt 2017). Academic papers and policy documents often meausre the benefits of
household compost in units of CO2 emissions. Although centralised composting offers a more
efficient method of processing food waste on an economic scale, household composting allows
further reduction of emissions by avoiding collection, transportation and processing (Andersen
et al. 2010). The CO2 emitted through household composting of organic waste generally holds
a neutral global warming potential of zero (Andersen et al. 2010).

Although the scientific benefits of composting in terms of reducing GHG emissions and
leachates are widely publicised, approximately half of the average Australian household waste
is organic materials which could otherwise be composted (ABS 2012). Data from the ABS in
2012 showed that only 23 percent of Australian households compost their food. Those people
who live in Australian capital cities are less likely to compost than those living beyond
metropolitan centres (ABS 2012).

Furthermore, councils within and beyond Australian metropolitan centres have run schemes to
encourage households to compost organic materials through

the provision of classes,

subsidised worm farms and composting systems (Wollongong City Council 2019). In addition,
‘the compost revolution’ program run by the New South Wales Environment Protection
Authority (NSW EPA) promotes and encourages household composting. The NSW EPA
provide guides and ongoing skill support alongside subsidised compost systems and worm
farms to allow participants to reduce their organic waste by 50 per cent (NSW EPA 2019). In
summary, there are education programs that alert people that decomposing food sent to landfill
contributes to CO2 emissions, and wide availability of state and municipal programs to
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encourage composting. The lack of uptake confirms arguments that to change household
behaviours, requires to consider more than education alone (McKenzie-Mohr 2011 p.3). This
thesis turns to the role of emotions amongst people who compost, and what role emotions play
to facilitate or work against their composting.

1.2 Research aims and objectives
The project aim is to better understand the role of emotions in helping or inhibiting the work
of household composting.
There are three key questions employed to guide this thesis:

•

What emotions are triggered by proximity to invertebrates enrolled in composting?

•

What emotions are triggered by proximity to vertebrates enrolled in composting?

•

What emotions are triggered by proximity to the materials enrolled in composting?

To address these questions, the project draws on a qualitative mixed-method design and
embraces a visceral approach informed by feminist scholarship to better understand the role of
emotions and affects in household composting.

1.3 Thesis structure
This thesis is structured into seven chapters to address the research aim and questions. Chapter
2 offers a literature review and outlines the conceptual framework. The literature review is
divided into two sections that map the composting science and social science. Much has been
written on the science of composting, a household sustainability within the social sciences. A
gap identifies the emotional geographies of composting. Chapter 3 offers a justification of the
mixed-method qualitative research design. The chapter addresses ethical considerations,
recruitment strategies, semi-structured interviews, sketches, show-and-tell, and photo3

elicitation alongside sensory analysis. Chapter 4, 5 and 6 address the research questions through
an interpretation of the empirical material gathered from participants through the visceral
framework. Chapter 4 offers insights into how love, disgust, shame and hate work as various
kinds of orientations towards participants’ contact with different invertebrates. Chapter 5
provides an interpretation of the implications arising from the emotions evoked through
proximity to rats and chickens. Chapter 6 considers the affective intensities and emotional
experiences of the proximity of decomposing materials and compost Chapter 7 returns to
research aim and questions and concludes with recommendations for future research.
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2 Literature review and conceptual framework
Progress towards understanding composting
The chapter aim is to chart academic literature that offers insights to composting. The structure
of this review reflects broader arguments that both the natural sciences and the social sciences
play a vital role to help understand household sustainability and climate change (Castree 2015;
Shove 2010). The chapter is divided into three parts. First, the chapter reviews the considerable
composting knowledge derived from biology and organic chemistry. The second turns to the
social sciences. While a substantial amount that has been written about household
sustainability, a gap appears in the literature around composting as a social and cultural
practice. The final part discusses a conceptual framework. The framework draws on ideas from
emotional geographies that point to the importance of relational thinking and embodied
knowledge.

2.1 Scientific perspectives on composting – organic chemistry
From a scientific perspective, composting is understood as a process of biodegradation.
Scientists differentiate between two processes: (i) anaerobic digestion - decomposition in the
absence of oxygen – for example Bokashi bins, a fermenting process of organic matter
(Formowitz et al. 2007; Luiz Boechat et al. 2013) and (ii) aerobic digestion - oxygen is present
and the compost matter is aerated. Vermicomposting is one form of aerobic digestion, where
detritivorous worms aid in the decomposition, for example, worm farms (Chan et al. 2010).
That said, while scientists can offer a better understanding of the organic chemistry of
decomposition, little research has focused on the organic chemistry of everyday compost bins.
Indeed, there is a lack of scientific knowledge of household food waste composting processes
(Andersen et al. 2010; Cerda et al. 2018).

5

Anaerobic composting
The organic chemistry of decomposition in a Bokashi bin operates in the absence of oxygen.
In this anaerobic vessel, microorganisms are stimulated by a microbial inoculant and undergo
a fermentation process. Bokashi microbial inoculant accelerates the growth and propagation of
bacteria, yeasts, fungi, lactic acids, amino acids; these microorganisms are key for the
anaerobic digestion process (see Meegoda et al. 2018; Quiroz and Céspedes 2019; Yamada and
Xu 2001). Not only does this method reduce emissions (Meegoda et al. 2018), but it also
conserves nutrients and carbon which in turn increases soil fertility (Bautista Angeli et al.
2018).

Aerobic composting
Vermicomposting may be conceived in terms of three stages (Psychrophilic, Mesophilic,
Thermophilic), that involves different chemical processes, enzymes, micro-organisms and soil
biota (see figure 2.1). This interplay of these various components is vital to this biodegradation
process (Diaz and Savage 2007). A successful vericomposting process should enable a
biological decomposition through microbial process where the organic matter is broken down
into H2O and CO2, mineral salts and energy (Diaz and Savage 2007; Lim et al. 2016).
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Figure 2.1 - Anaerobic composting process

(Diaz and de Bertoldi 2007; Inckel et al. 2005; Insam and de Bertoldi 2007; Lim et al 2016)

In practical terms, there are three fundamental reasons for understanding the organic chemistry
of composting food waste. First, it is vital to help achieve conditions in which the soil biota
and enzymes can do the work of composting household items (including fruits, vegetables,
coffee grounds and other organic waste). The matter that goes into a compost system is central
to understanding the organic chemistry and biology; it provides the nutrients to cultivate and
foster the micro-organisms necessary for the composting process. The heterogeneity of food
waste can make it difficult to achieve the correct balance of Carbon to Nitrogen (C: N) (Cerda
et al. 2018). If the correct C: N ratio is not attained, it can lead to low-quality compost,
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unwanted smells, and attract vermin (Cerda et al. 2018; Savage and Diaz 2007). Typically,
certain food items, including meats, fish, oils and fats, can also cause strong odours as they
decompose, which may attract vermin (Colón et al. 2010). Consequently, instructions do not
recommend composting these items (Mihai and Ingrao 2018).

Second, understanding the organic chemistry that facilitates composting points to the
importance of the role of so-called ‘bulking agents’ (weeds, branches, dry leaves, plant debris,
straw, sawdust, shredded paper and cardboard). When composting is understood in terms of
organic chemistry, bulking agents are used in order to provide an equilibrium between materials
rich in Carbon or Nitrogen (Mihai and Ingrao 2018). This C: N balance is a crucial factor of
composting; for optimum biological activity this C: N ratio should be 30:1 (Diaz and Savage
2007). Failing to balance the correct carbon to nitrogen ratio can also prohibit the development
of micro-organisms (Cerda et al. 2018) which use the carbon matter as a source of energy and
nitrogen as building blocks (Neugebauer and Sołowiej 2017).

Finally, understanding the organic chemistry of composting is key. Organic chemists point to
the important chemical and physical characteristics and conditions for compositing; pH level,
particle size, aeration rate, temperature pattern, moisture content, temperature, porosity, the
length of the compost process, and the chemical and physical quality of the organic matter
(substrate) (Cerda et al. 2018; Insam and de Bertoldi 2007). Chemical characteristics impact
the micro-organisms’ productivity and ability to assimilate the matter and nutrients of the
organic matter, or in other words, how easily these various micro-organisms can use,
breakdown and consume organic matter (Diaz and Savage 2007). If the appropriate conditions
are not achieved and the compost in incorrectly managed, it can create counter-productive
environmental outcomes from gaseous emissions. (Cerda et al. 2018; Savage and Diaz 2007).
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Such consequences include the production of ammonia (NH3) emissions due to a low C to N
ratio (Cerda et al. 2018) or high CH 4 (11 times higher) from compost mixed weekly than those
not mixed (Andersen et al. 2010).

2.2 Social Sciences
Household sustainability is in focus of the social sciences. Understanding everyday household
behaviours underpin this research focus. Three approaches characterise this work: (i)
environmental psychology (ii) materialities/more than human and (iii) emotional geographies.
In what follows, a review is provided of each approach to highlight key ideas and scholars.
This review highlights that much has been written on household sustainability, particularly of
explanations for what accounts for behaviour, specifically processes of ridding and storing
things (Gregson 2007; Klocker et al. 2012; Waitt and Phillips 2016), eating (Hayes-Conroy
and Hayes-Conroy 2008; Waitt and Appleby 2014) , energy, washing and water use (Head et
al. 2013; Shove 2003; Waitt and Welland 2019; Waitt and Stanes 2015) and transport (Harada
2009; Waitt and Harada 2012; Waitt et al. 2017). In comparison, while some critical social
sciences scholars are turning their attention to soils (Krzywoszynska 2019; Lloro-Bidart 2018),
much less has been written by social scientists on composting (see for exceptions Ames 2018
on ridding food waste). Composting is discussed as a practice which can be hard to achieve
even within households holding the strongest ‘environmental values’ (Gibson et al. 2013;
Sintov et al. 2019). Conventional explanation focus on the barriers prevented in intervening
with the more typical ‘out of sight, out of mind’ household waste system (Gibson et al. 2013;
Hawkins 2006). Composting requires sorting through food waste rather than putting it into the
garbage. Thus composting education campaigns can be ineffective at changing behaviours and
appear overly optimistic by not factoring in the amount of work involved and have unrealistic
outcomes (Gibson et al. 2013 p.5). Instead, food scholars have focussed on the conduits of
disposal (Evans 2014), refrigeration (Waitt and Phillips 2016) and recycling (Fielding et al.
9

2010). Qualitative methods can provide detailed data about firsthand experiences using insider
viewpoints that could be easily missed using predesigned, structured surveys based on outsider
perspectives.

2.2.1 Environmental psychology
Environmental psychology is a dominant approach within the composting literature to offer
insights to pro-environmental behaviour and frequently employ quantitative research methods
(Gibson et al. 2013; Hards 2012). Quantitative methods such as surveys provide useful data
although can be structured based on researcher preconceptions or biases (Rust et al. 2017).
Various indexes are used to quantify intentional behaviour, actual behaviour, values and
attitudes. Different factors are understood to account for pro-environmental behaviours
included demographic variables knowledge alongside psychological variables including social
norms, attitudes regarding inconvenience, perceived effectiveness and the environment. For
example, previous research demonstrates discrepancies on the influences on household
composting. Edgerton et al. (2009) did not find social norms predict engagement in household
composting. McKenzie‐Mohr et al. (1995) suggest that the social norms of household
composting are reduced significantly because it is typically done so in the backyard ‘out of
sight’. Chubb (1994) notes social diffusion from family and friends as an important influencer.
More recent research shows that a ‘spillover’ or ‘snowball effect’ with pro-environmental
behaviours, that is subsequently taking on one sustainable practice after another, can lead to
other pro-environmental behaviours, particularly those in similar categories, such as recycling
and composting (Truelove et al. 2014) and waste prevention and consumption (Sintov et al.
2019). Environmental psychology is underpinned by several different theories to help explain
pro-environmental behavior such as the Theory of Planned Behaviour (see figure 2.2).
According to this theory, behaviours are an outcome of the intersection of attitudes, subjective
norms and perceived behaviour controls which shape ‘intentions’.
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2.2.2 Social Practice Theory
Shove (2010a) identifies conceptual limitations of the environmental psychology paradigm,
which focuses on attitude, behaviour and choice. The environmental psychology paradigm that
includes the theory of planned behaviour (see figure 2.2) focuses on the individual and neglects
social context and the more-than-human agency. Consequently, the environmental psychology
ignores sets of ideas, material and non-human factors and skills and capabilities developed over
time which may shape behaviour or practices (Akintunde 2017; Shove 2010). The focus on
attitude, behaviour, and choice depends on the individuals’ rational, yet ambivalent, proenvironmental decision making. Psychological theories of planned behaviour reiterate the idea
that social change is left in the hand of the individual (Shove 2010). The shortcomings of the
environmental psychology paradigm highlight the potential of alternative approaches to
address household sustainability (Shove 2010).
Figure 2.2 - The Theory of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen 1991)

Social practice theory (see figure 2.3), advocated by Shove (2010) considers behaviour or
practice as the intersection between ideas, materials and competencies. Materials are comprised
of the more-than-human, tangible things, technologies, objects, substance and matter.
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Competences and skills involve not only the physical capabilities but also the knowledge and
technique to carry out the practice. Practice is informed by personal values and ideas which are
based on social, contextual and cultural norms, and symbolic meanings and aspirations (Larsen
2018; Shove 2010).
Figure 2.3 - Social Practice Theory (Shove 2010)

2.2.3 Visceral and Emotional Geographies
The senses are of longstanding interest to human geographers. Humanistic geographers turned
their attention to how the senses (smell, taste, touch, sight and sound) are integral to placemaking processes (Johnston and Sidaway 2004). Notably, this humanist thinking is found in
the work of Rodaway (1993) Sensuous Geographies: Body, Sense and Place. This work points
to the importance of making sense of place through the contacts made possible through the
sensory receptors of the eye, nose, ear and mouth. More recently, feminist geographers have
critiqued ideas that limit understanding of the senses to the sensory receptors and nerve
endings. Instead, the approach adopted in this thesis follows the work of feminist scholars like
Haraway (1977), Probyn (2000) and Bradotti (2006) who rethink the senses away from any
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biological reductionism by encouraging scholars to think of how fleshy sensuous bodies and
spaces are folded together. Two key points emerge from this feminist relational approach to
the senses. First, the impossibility of separating the sensory experiences of the body from the
mind that has characterised western thinking. Second, the impossibility of isolating discrete
experiences within an individual senses, but advocating for a holistic sensory experience of
smell, touch, sight, taste and sound. Third, the sensuous body is always emplaced and
embedded within particular sets of ideas that informed how emotions and affects triggered by
the senses are felt. Fourth, the emotions and affects triggered by sensuous body through
proximity or contact can increase or reduce bodies’ capacities to act and be affected. In other
words, emotions and affects are integral to understanding how bodies are mobilised into action.
Following the argument of Ahmed (2004), there is a politics to emotion. In other words,
emotions can operate in processes of inclusion and exclusion and the making and remaking
spatial boundaries. Lane and Gorman (2011point to the importance of emotions for household
sustainability research. Such theoretical arguments have already been effectively put to use by
in the work of household sustainability by Waitt and Appleby (2014) on eating kangaroo, Waitt
and Stanes (2015) on sweat and laundry practices and Waitt and Welland (2019) on showering.
Furthermore, while Gibson, C., Farbotko, C., Gill, N., Head, L. and Waitt, G., (2013) identify
gardens as key site of household sustainability challenges and dilemmas in everyday life, they
do not discuss the emotions of composting. That said, they point to how thinking about
composting as significant site of disruption of household material flows offers opportunities
for forging a ‘different means of engagement with waste’ (Hawkins 2006, 128; see also
Hetherington 2004; Moore 2012) and possibilities for reconfiguring “relationships with worms,
microbes and children.” In this project, the aim is to better understand the role of emotions in
the process of inclusion and exclusion of compost in everyday lives of people living in cities.
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To date, a critical social science approach towards the emotional geographies of composting is
missing in the literature. That said, there is an emerging body of critical social science
scholarship that addresses the bio-politics of soils that turns to questions of what emotions do.
The politics of care is central to Krzywoszynska (2019) argument. Krzywoszynska (2019) work
on soils builds on that acknowledge the interconnectedness of humans with plants, animals and
materials. Tapping into ideas of more-than-human worlds and probiotic biopolitics (Lorimer
2017), Krzywoszynska (2019) argues that, “soils as relational materialities remain
underexplored in social sciences.” Krzywoszynska (2019) underscores the according to the
FAO and ITPS (2015) that one-third of the earth soil is classified as degraded and that
attentiveness to more-than-human ethics is crucial to human survival through food production.
This thesis embraces Krzywoszynska (2019) argument that human geographers need to engage
with soils not as a terrestrial resource or as inanimate matter pre-existing humans interaction,
but rather as a living thing shaped by human practices and emotions. Her work illustrates the
importance of thinking relationally about not only soils but compost and underscores the
importance of engaging with emotions triggered by the materialities of composting which
include not only the stuff the comprises the compost but the vertebrates and invertebrates.

Emotional responses to invertebrates encountered while working in an urban community
garden is Lloro-Bidart’s (2018) focus. Lloro-Bidart (2018) argues that our encounters and
relationships with invertebrate, such as those living compost, have to date been neglected by
the social sciences and humanities. When gardening, frequent encounters with invertebrate or
‘critters’ are inevitable, triggering affective and sensorial experiences. Through a feminist posthumanistic theoretical framework, Lloro-Bidart (2018) demonstrates that learning about the
role of these organisms, and their role in composting, changed participants’ emotional
response, from disgust to “delightful”. Lloro-Bidart (2018) concludes that through embodied
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engagement through gardening practices entered into a more ethical or holistic relationship
with invertebrates. Whereas, Taylor and Pacini-Ketchabaw (2015) ask the questions: what we
may learn from living with ants and works about our mutual vulnerabilities and entanglements..
They point to the importance of what might appear as insignificant and mundane interactions
with worms and ants, can help us to learn with other species and rethink our place in the world.
They point to everyday encounters with works and ants helped to generate ethical
responsibilities, what they term interspecies justice by offering insights to our mortal
entanglements and vulnerabilities with other species (Taylor and Pacini-Ketchabaw 2015).

2.3 Conceptual Framework:
Visceral Politics of Doing: Composting and Sensuous Bodies
A framework for research and analysis is imperative to reliable and worthy research (Rust et
al. 2017). A visceral approach advocated for by Waitt and Stanes (2015) is employed in this
project to better understand what mobilises people to send particular foods deemed non-edible
to the compost. According to Sexton et al. (2017), a visceral approach is an innovative and
valuable approach to how we understand individual experiences within the participant’s world.
It allows for a multisensory approach to be at the forefront of research design by bringing to
the fore the body and the notion of sensory embodiment (Sexton et al. 2017; Waitt and Stanes
2015). After Hayes-Conroy and Hayes-Conroy (2008), there are a range of factors which help
to shape the multifaceted visceral experience. A visceral approach allows for a multisensory
approach to be at the forefront of research design by brings to the fore the body and the notion
of sensory embodiment. Hayes-Conroy and Hayes-Conroy (2008) refer to the term visceral as
‘the realm of internally-felt sensations, moods and states of being, which are born from sensory
engagement with the material world’ (2008 p. 426). A visceral approach encourages non-
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dualistic thinking; that is seeing the mind and body as a combined force (Hayes-Conroy and
Hayes-Conroy 2008). A visceral approach differs from non-representational theorists
(Anderson 2005, 2006; Bondi 2005; McCormack 2003; Thien 2005; Thrift 2004, 2005) who
maintain the idea that the affect and emotion as autonomous. The concept of sensory
embodiment is attuned to how emotions and affects alongside ideas and material, play a key
role in mobilising everyday actions (Waitt and Stanes 2015). In this instance, the use of a
visceral approach will highlight the key roles of emotions and affects that work for and against
composting practices (Duffy et al. 2018). What mobilise people to compost, or not, is
understood as an interplay between emotion and affect triggered by individual ideas,
embodiment, skills, and materials (micro-organisms, vertebrates, chemicals, gasses, foods).

Figure 2.4 illustrates the conceptual framework for this project. Each key concept is articulated
in what follows. Embodiment is a key concept of a visceral approach. The concept of
embodiment is attuned to how emotions and affects alongside ideas and material, play a key
role in mobilising everyday actions (Waitt and Stanes 2015). Rethinking the senses is central
to a visceral framework. To better understanding composting attention turns to the sensory
engagement of sight, smell and touch; these powerful senses are what drive our minded-body
visceral experience. These visceral reactions to touch/smell/sight of compost may vary for each
individual household composter, or minded body, depending on their experience and its
subjectivity (Duffy et al. 2018; Hayes-Conroy and Hayes-Conroy 2008).
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Figure 2.4 - Visceral Politics of Doing framework

Emotions and affect are central to a visceral framework. Feminist scholars (insert significant
authors) recognise the value of emotions and the consequential role they play in our daily lives
(Hayes-Conroy and Hayes-Conroy 2008). Feminist scholars conceive of emotions and affect
as simultaneously social and biological. While emotions and affects are argued by feminist
scholars to be intertwined, emotions often refer to the conscious process of naming a nonconscious affect. Emphasis is given to better understanding what emotions do, rather than what
emotions are. Importantly for this project, embodied practices do not have the same bodily
affects for one individual as it does to the next. Affects from the same physical experience can
be interpreted by the individual very differently. We do not know how one agent will
conceptualise their experiences, nor do we know how they will communicate it. Hence, the
body is a vast abyss with many possibilities (Hayes-Conroy and Hayes-Conroy 2008).
Through a visceral theoretical framework, the affect in focus is that of the minded-bodied that
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intuitively constructs their own interpretations and subjectivities, be it consciously or
subconsciously, which can be without rationalisation or the need of validation (Hayes-Conroy
and Hayes-Conroy 2008). Having the ability to recognise and cognitively process these sensory
experiences is what allows these emotions and affects to be conveyed into data and interpreted
in a way that we can use to explore how these visceral experiences mobilise us to compost
(Hayes-Conroy and Hayes-Conroy 2008).
Ideas or social norms are central to a visceral approach. Sets of ideas are understood to not only
fashion particular understandings of the world as taken for granted but may provoke particular
emotional and affective responses. For example, a visceral approach encourages us to explore
how sets of ideas surrounding composting (sustainability, thrifty, gardening), household waste,
decomposition, worms, bacteria and smells may shape experiences and the capacities of bodies
to act and be affected. Finally, thinking about what materials do is integral to a visceral
approach. Materials are essential to composting. The materiality of composting includes things
like soil, peelings, grass cuttings alongside the weather, bins, vertebrates and invertebrates.
Along with the ideologies and beliefs that surround compost and composting, what materials
do are also understood to shape experiences and the capacities of bodies to compost or not.

2.4 Conclusion

The chapter reviewed literature from both the sciences and social sciences to document existing
knowledge around composting, household sustainability and climate change. The first section
discusses the biology and organic chemistry of the different composting process. The
biochemistry of commercial composting works has drawn much research attention over the
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residential. The second section reviewed literature from the social sciences, including (i)
environmental psychology (ii) materialities/more than human and (iii) emotional geographies.
The environmental psychology literature focussed on quantitative approaches and the
intersection between attitudes, beliefs, values and behaviour. Social practice theory
demonstrated the importance of thinking through everyday practices as always more than a
human achievement. Attention turned to the intersections between competencies, materials and
ideas. Emotional geographies underscored what emotions do in either mobilising or inhibiting
behaviour. The third section outlined the conceptual framework employed in this research.
Building on a feminist emotional geography, a visceral framework was offered that conceived
of behaviour at the intersection of social norms, embodied histories, skills, emotions and
affects.
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3 Methodology
3.1 Introduction
The chapter aim is to offer a justification for the research design for a visceral geography of
composting. The research design builds on the methodological conversation in feminist
geography and beyond that engages with ‘gut reactions’, emotions and affect, alongside
discourses (see Duffy et al. 2018 and Lloro-Bidart 2018). The methodological justification
discussed in this chapter is comprised of six sections. The first section explains the use of a
research diary. The next section justifies the gathering of empirical data through the
combination of a semi-structured interview, ‘show and tell’ and solicited photo/video diary.
Working pluralistically by using an array of methods provides the opportunity to extend the
scope and gather rich data (Chamberlain et al. 2011). The use of a single method risks limiting
our understanding of composting. The third explains how the project combined sensory and
thematic analysis. Thus, following the lead of Pink (2008), sensory analysis requires being
alive to how interpretation occurs through the process of co-producing knowledge with the
participant through the semi-structured interview, show and tell and video methods, rather than
as a discrete stage. The fourth section turns to recruitment and sample. The fifth addresses
ethics. The chapter concludes by summarising the achievement of rigour through the qualitative
research design for a project on the visceral geographies of composting.

3.2 Ethical considerations
Ethics is central to any research. The Human Research Ethics Committee (Social Sciences)
approved this project (Ethics approval number: 2019/206; See Appendix A). The critical ethical
consideration for this research was privacy; however, the benefits derived from understanding
the experiences of composting outweighed the risks. Indeed, some participants thanked the
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researcher for the opportunity to participate in the project and provided positive feedback (See
box 3.1).

Box 3.1 - Participant feedback

Researchers question: “Is there anything that you have reflected on that you would like
to share?”
Liz: I don’t know if I mentioned this in my last interview, I work from a cleaning magazine
and I actually just finished writing a feature on waste and how cleaning companies have quite
a big part to play in making sure there is effective waste management streams in the facilities
that they clean. The magazines focus for that issue was on sustainability and green cleaning
and I guess just being more aware of composting I thought about where food waste was
going in an office setting.
Joel: I was just happy that someone was asking how I felt about composting. So it made me
think about composing more
Rose: I think that the fact that you're doing this and I'm part of it, has made me reflect more.
It is an example of the observer influencing the experiment. I think it's also reflecting on
what you're doing. You sort of think, yeah, that process is actually quite interesting and
important. And Just sort of keep going.

Researchers question: “Is there anything else that you would like to add?
Leah: Just that, I don't know, I think the study has been good, like actually talking about
compost, because you don't really talk about it with people. You're like, yeah, actually I'm
connected to it, but I didn't, I was just doing it. and how interconnected it all is. I didn't really
appreciate how much the whole garden was connected to the compost.
Zoe: It's been really lovely because I love talking about compost! Could talk rubbish all day!
Kelly: No, no. Just to thank you because I've found it quite interesting and provocative to be
involved. It's kind of made me think a bit more and get my act together a little bit. So, yeah,
thank you.
Joel: Um- I just think that what you're doing's great Kaitlyn. I think what you're doing is
awesome, studying this and people's motivation. I think you're on to something good. I think
we need to figure this shit out and find out how to... you know how to feel better about it,
how to make it easier. Whatever it is that needs to motivate people to do things better. So it's
a good thing, it's a funny thing. But yeah nah, all the best… ...well done, good on ya'.

3.3 Positionality and reflexivity
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Notions of positionality and situated knowledge underscore that a researcher must be mindful
of how they are emplaced within the social and material relationships that comprise the study
(England 1994; Rose 1997). A positionality statement encourages the researcher to be
conscious of the implications of how any pre-existing ideas or biases may impact the research
(Winchester and Rofe 2010). To help assure rigour, Nielsen and D’haen (2014) identified
researcher positionality as a crucial aspect when conducting qualitative research. This
positioning compels the researcher to note their pre-analytical assumptions, identify how
personal biases may shape the production of knowledge and how their ideas may change
through conducting the research (Filep et al. 2018; Dowling 2016; England 1994). For this
project, reflexivity includes transparency of the researcher’s ongoing relationship with and
understanding of composting. Guided by feminist research methods, critical reflexivity helped
the design of follow-up interview schedules. Reflexivity was integral to these fluid and diverse
research. The questions reflective critical reflections of the empirical data collected during the
initial interview (Rose 1997). A research diary is one way to facilitate self-reflection. A record
is kept of not only decisions but also emotions and staying alive to one’s perceptions and
ideologies over the course of this project (Engin 2011). In this project, the research diary was
employed to reflect on my understanding and emotions in relationship with the project,
participants and composting; learning the processes, techniques and methods of composting.

3.4 Qualitative research: a mixed methods approach
The techniques to convey the emotional geographies of composting combined a semistructured interview, sketch and a ‘show and tell’. In what follows, a justification is offered of
how these methods allow participants to share their ideas of composting, demonstrate their
embodied knowledge and offer insight the visceral dimensions of composting. Priority is given
to the ‘show and tell’ component as it played a key role in facilitating the solicited photo/video
diary and follow-up interview.
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3.4.1 Sketch
As a starting point to the semi-structured interview, participants were asked to sketch what
composting means to them. The participants were then asked to explain their sketch to avoid
misinterpretation (Zweifela and Van Wezemaela 2012). This method gives the participant the
freedom to communicate their ideas and draw what they deem as most meaningful and
significant. Sketching also helps us to visualise concepts and can be done so through visual
metaphors (Mannay 2016). In this project, the sketches give rise to opportunities for the
research to explore the relationships drawn by participants. The sketching technique
encouraged fluid thinking and the use of analogies in a tangible way to develop and exaggerate
important concepts and enrich the understanding (Zweifela and Van Wezemaela 2012). For
some, creative methods can create some discomfort (see box 3.2) which can stem from lack of
confidence or misgivings of the artistic ability (Mannay 2016). In such a case, shared laughter
can help build rapport, relieve tensions and help to overcome these situations where the
participant may feel uncomfortable (Grønnerød 2004).
Box 3.2

Responses to sketching
Rose: I don't like doing those sorts of things, and I said to a friend "I've got sketch, I ain't
got a clue what I'm going to do". So I really don't know. So, blank paper like this is a bit of
a turnoff to be quite honest. But that’s alright, I'll do the best I can by putting my name on
here to get started. Yeah. Okay. And I can't really sketch for the life of me, but I suppose
this is trying to... I have no idea what this is going to be. It looks like a bird, doesn't it? So I
don't know why I'm drawing a bird to be honest. So it's a doodle, it's a sketch, it's a doodle.
I have no idea. I like birds. I get lots of them. I think I want to actually make sure that the
environment that we have is retained, conserved, and composting is part of that. So I
suppose a bird does that. Now, I'm going to try and draw a possum.
Mark: Oh God, okay. I guess something to do with a circle. I don't know. I’m not very
good with this. Stuff goes into it. (the researcher shared their own experience with
sketching) This is tricky. I'm not an artist.
Zoe: Cool. This is going to be fun!
Ally: Oh, my gosh. I'm a terrible drawer. I really can't draw so I'm just going to do this.
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3.4.2 Semi-structured interviews
Interviews provide insight to interpretations, experiences and spatialities of life (Dowling et al.
2016, p. 680; Nielsen and D’haen 2014). Semi-structured interviews are applied in this research
(Dowling et al. 2016). In comparison to structured interviews, semi-structured interviews are
adaptable and unconfined and in turn allow the participants to share in-depth responses and
personal experiences (Nielsen and D’haen 2014). Semi-structured interviews allow the
participant the opportunity to unpack and convey the meaningful aspects of their practices and
communicate their lived experiences; for this reason, there were variations of the interview
lengths (see figure 3.1). The interview schedule was designed to provide the opportunity to
better understand not only how the participants interpret their composting but also to provide
a deeper understanding of composting emotions (Dowling et al. 2016). The semi-structured
interview was comprised of eight sections (Appendix E). Particular attention was given to
enabling participants speak about the emotions triggered by the proximity of materials,
vertebrates and invertebrates.
Diary entry from SSI with Chris
When doing one of the initial interviews, the participant and I sat at their dining table that
looked out into the courtyard and up to the garden. It was really lovely looking out into the
garden while we did the interview. Before we had even moved on to the show and tell, I
gave the opportunity to speak about anything that composting may have influenced. I
believe that looking out to the garden while when this question was asked triggered this
particular train of thought for the participant (also walking through the garden when the
site was up the back.)
“I try to get as much biodiversity so ... It's winter now, you don't really see, but in summer
now we just have so many insects. Native bees. It's just ...”
Researcher: “Yeah, I saw the bee hotel.”
“Unbelievable kind of stuff. And actually I was overseas over summer but we had people
across the road were coming ... We apparently had this beautiful, massive, crop of cherry
tomatoes, which I didn't get a single one of. They said they were coming here and the place
was just swarming with insects. I think you foster that from the ground up. You create as
much kind of microbial life in the soil and then it just creates a whole new living
dimension basically in the whole situation. So this place when we first moved in, it was
kind of dead. It was so dead. There was nothing in terms of life and I remember being
shocked. I was out here and I was trying to grow veggies. This wasn't here, it was other
kind of stuff. I was trying to grow veggies and I couldn't find ... I had to hand pollinate my
cucumbers because there wasn't any pollinators. But now it's just there's pollinators
aplenty. And I think composting is just part of that cycle. It's just such a good way of
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feeding the whole environment, from the ground up. So the plant life but also all the insect
life and so on.”
It was moments such as this I reflected on and realised just how much meaning composting
could hold. The idea of having created such thriving biodiversity is something that I would
personally get a lot of joy and pride out of. I wondered if other composters involved in the
study could perhaps experience something similar. This was something I endeavored to
explore further and I would have the opportunity to do so in the follow-up interviews.

Figure 3.1 - Semi-structured interview duration

3.4.3 ‘Show and tell’
Following the semi-structured interview, participants were asked to ‘show’ the researcher their
compost site and system, and ‘tell’ about composting while demonstrate their composting
skills. Kusenbach (2003) explains how a 'show and tell' research component can risk
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individuals changing practices from intruding on participants’ personal space, which in turn
effects rigour. This possible limitation was minimised through the researcher to build up a
rapport with the participant over the interview process before starting the show and tell (Baxter
and Eyles 1997; Qu and Dumay 2011). Instead, the ‘show and tell’ provided the opportunity
for the participant to feel empowered through having control of what to show and say (Carpiano
2009).

The ‘show and tell’ complemented the semi-structured interview and enriched

empirical data collection (Dowling et al. 2016). The purpose of the show and tell was to help
understand the relationship participants hold with composting. The show and tell aims to
capture the lived experiences, human-animal interaction and relations as well as what factors
influence the construction of ideation and the relationships between humans and non-humans
(Lloro-Bidart 2018; Pink 2009). For this project, the show and tell was specifically important
in enabling proximity to composting materials, vertebrates and invertebrates. Physical
proximity offered into affective forces of materials and non-humans conveyed through
participants’ nonconscious body language. The ‘show and tell’ component allowed sensory
engagement with participant’s in-situ composting practices (Kusenbach 2003). As a
multisensorality experience, the ‘show and tell’ gave insight to practices ideas, experiences and
embodied histories (Pink 2009). The show and tell helped to comprehend the emotions and
affects of composting, which risk being misinterpreted, neglected or taken for granted
(Kusenbach 2003). The ‘show and tell’ opened-up possibilities for both the researcher and
participant to be viscerally affected by participating in activities together and sharing the
multisensory experience. Hence, the ‘show and tell’ provided the opportunity to capture
insights which may not be communicated clearly through a verbal interviewed alone (LloroBidart 2018). Sharing sensory experiences of composting with the participant gave the
opportunity to not only question but also actively explore the experience and practices,
providing more depth to the empirical material (Kusenbach 2003).
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During the follow-up interview with Rose, I asked which photo in the diary was most
meaningful to her. She told me that a lot of them were meaningful but, one in particular were
those that showed the full cycle of her growing her snow peas, putting the scraps into the
compost bucket to take down to the compost bin and then use the finished compost to put
back on her veggie garden. She pointed to one of the photos (see images below) and said
“That was the first batch, so we can go down and have a look at the next batch”. Once I had
asked all of my questions, she invited me to her veggie garden to see her snow peas. A show
and tell was not required for the follow-up interview, it was something that she wanted to
share with me. We went down to the garden and started picking snow peas off her vine. Rose
showed me which ones were ready to be picked, which ones needed more time to grow and
shared some of her gardening tips with me. Rose had told me earlier that she enjoys being
out in the garden; she finds it meditative and referred to it as her downtime and a way to
relax. I asked her if her garden is one of her happy places to which she responded “Yeah the
garden is”. To be invited to go to her garden to do something that she enjoys to do was
gratifying and a really lovely experience. It also allowed me to experience one of the more
meaningful parts of her composting practices. When I left Rose gifted me with a pile of fresh
snow peas that we had picked together and some other items from her garden. I think this
type of interaction demonstrates the kind of rapport that I was able to build with her over the
course of the study.
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3.4.4 Solicited photo/video diary
The solicited video/photo diary is advocated for by Dowling et al. (2016) in research seeking
to better understand emotions and affects. At one level, asking the participants to produce a
diary of photographs or videos provides the opportunity for them to focus on what they
themselves identify as most significant and representative (Dowling et al. 2016).
At another level, conducting a follow-up interview around a video or photograph with
participants offers possibilities to offer insights to the affective and emotional dimensions of
everyday life. This is particularly useful when researching the more-than-human geographies
as it also demonstrates the interactive, embodied and relational dimensions (Lorimer 2010).
The solicited video/photo diary has been put to good use to better understanding the affective
and emotional dimensions of cycling (Spinney 2011) and driving (Waitt and Harada 2012).
In this project, participants were asked to keep a photo or video diary over a week. All
participants choose to use their mobile phones. Participants were instructed to photograph or
video what was most significant to them. Seventeen participants participated in this stage. The
high-level of participation demonstrates the interest and commitment to the project.
Table 3.2 illustrates the quantity of photos/videos collected by participants; the volume of
materials was profound. The solicited video/photo diary became used as to open a conversation
around the day-to-day composting and lived experiences (Dowling et al. 2016; Filep et al.
2018). However, given the volume of materials generated by each participant this required a
selection process that involved the researcher’s ‘gut’ reaction. Images and video were selected
that generated an affective and emotional response including joy, surprise, disgust and love.
By encouraging participants to document what is most meaningful to them about their compost
practices with no limitations, allows for richer data and opportunity to demonstrate more
abstract ideas (Cox and Guillemin 2018).
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Figure 3.2 - Solicited photo/video
diary engagement

3.4.5 Follow-up interview
Before commencing the follow-up interview participants, each participant was reminded of the
project aim, and that the purpose of the conversation was to better understand the emotional
dimensions of composting.

Furthermore, each participant was told that they would be

discussing only a selection of the photographs/video that they had provided, and these had been
selected because of the researcher’s emotional response. The conversation then followed the
method outlined by Pink (2007) where the researcher begins by discussing their emotional
response to a photograph, and if this was shared or not by the participant. As these interviews
were also loosely structured, the duration of the interviews varied (see figure 3.3)
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Figure 3.3 - Follow-up interview duration

3.5 Recruitment
3.5.1 Selection criteria
The selection criteria for the sample was based on three attributes. Participants needed to reside
within Metropolitan Sydney; actively compost their household food waste at home; and be
over the age of 18 years.

3.5.2 Recruitment strategies
Recruitment strategies combined social media and snowballing. A recruitment flyer (see figure
3.4) was posted to Facebook pages including Sustainable Illawarra and was then shared to
other local community groups. Majority of participants (19) were recruited through Facebook.
Snowballing the occurred through participants and members of ‘Sustainable Illawarra’
Facebook group. Aditionally, five participants were recruited by snowballing.
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Figure 3.4 - Recruitment flyer

3.5.3 Sample
24 individuals consented to participate (see table 3.5). 16 were women, 8 were men. The sample
was differentiated by age and employment. That said, only two participants were aged in their
twenties. Nine were aged in their thirties. Six were aged in their forties. Four were aged in their
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fifties, and only three in their sixties. The sample is relatively similar by housing type, house
ownership and household composition. Eighteen lived in free-standing houses. Four lived in
villas. Only one lived in an apartment and town-house, respectively. Only three participant
were tenants. The sample was differentiated by composting experience and ranged from one
month (at time of SSI) - 3 months (at time of Fup) through to 50 years.
Figure 3.5 - Participant attributes

3.6 Analysis
Analysis of the empirical data combined sensory with thematic analysis. Sensory analysis
involves methods that allow researchers and participants to share their embodied knowledge to

32

facilitate interpretation. Pink (2009, p.120) suggests that there is no definitive specification of
how sensory analysis is to be conducted but rather, offers a ‘set of suggestions’. Three key
suggestions are discussed. First, embodied learning allows us to understand the visceral and
sensuous experiences that inform everyday activities. Hence, in this project the importance of
visiting the places where participants engage in their composting through the senses. When the
researcher participates in composting, they are able to interpret the related data with context,
reflect on these experiences and re-encounter the connection between place and affect. Second,
the use of the researcher’s body as a ‘research tool’ to map visceral responses (Longhurst et al.
2008; Pink 2009). This points to the importance of documenting these experiences through a
research diary (Pink 2009). Third, this importance of sharing the researcher’s visceral response
with participants to between understand what not only what emotions participants felt but what
these emotions do.
Thematic analysis is a technique that identifies patterns and reoccurring phenomena within the
empirical data. The analytical coding for this project draws on the embodied geographies
framework. Coding themes are based on the key optics of this framework. Listed these key
optics are – emotion and affect triggered by materials, embodied histories, sets of ideas
(discourses), doing of subjects or performativity. Thematic analysis proceeded in a methodical
manner through a process of reading and re-reding the manuscripts. After Castleberry and
Nolen (2018), thematic analysis is a five-step process which involves compiling,
disassembling, reassembling, interpreting, and concluding (Castleberry and Nolen 2018, p.
807). This process helped to develop transferable and logical data (Scharp and Sanders 2019).
Themes and coding give empirical value to the research data which aids in ensuring rigour and
dependability (Richards and Hemphill 2018).
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3.7 Conclusion
The chapter aim was to justify how rigour was established through the research design for a
project seeking to understand better the role of emotions in the experience of composting. To
address this aim, the chapter was structured in five parts. The first section addressed the ethical
considerations. The next section explained the use of a research diary and reflexivity to ensure
the researcher remained mindful of the co-production of knowledge with participants. The third
justified the use of qualitative mixed-methods, that combined semi-structured interviews,
sketch, show and tell, solicited photo or video diary and a follow-up interview provided indepth empirical data. The use of such mixed methods empowered the participants to share their
composting narrative and provided the opportunity to demonstrate their experiences not only
verbally, but also through sketches, photos and videos. The fourth section addressed the
recruitment strategies and sample characterised by a range of household compositions,
dwelling type, occupancy status, age, gender, occupation and composting experience. The fifth
explained how the project combined sensory and thematic analysis to interpret how emotions
and affect help or inhibit composting practices. The next three chapters offer an interpretation
of the emotions evoked from the proximity to invertebrates, vertebrates and materials enrolled
in composting.
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4 Analysis – Love and care for worms
4.1 Introduction
Why is composting so difficult to achieve? The chapter attempts to partially answer this
question by offering an account of how participants either challenge or remain invested in
social norms surrounding invertebrates, specifically worms. Taking a lead from feminist
scholars, this chapter conceives that composting is materialised through the repetition of
social norms. Attention to emotions allows the possibilities to address the question of how
people become invested in particular social norms (i.e. composting). This section discusses
how love, disgust, shame and hate work as different kinds of orientations towards
participants’ contact with different invertebrates. Participants tapped into discourses that
constituted contact with invertebrates as both beneficial and harmful. When constituted as
beneficial participants spoke the pleasurable experiences of contact with invertebrates and
emotions such as love (Neves 2009). In contrast, participants spoke of experiences of sadness
and emotions of hate when contact with invertebrates left the impression on participants’
bodies that aligned invertebrates with dirt, decay and death. Consequently, participants were
continually negotiating experiences of pleasure and pain and array of positive and negative
emotions as they contacted different invertebrates within the compost, who each had their
own cultural histories and personal memories.

Participants spoke of the pleasures of living with worms and a pull of love towards worms.
Following Ahmed (2004, 124) ‘love becomes a way of bonding with other in relation to an
ideal, which take shape as an effect of such bonding,’ Love of worms is crucial to how some
participants align themselves composting. Making a compost is tied to sensations of pleasure
and a love of feeding works, which can allow the reproduction of the sustainable household
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as an ideal. For example, in the context of understanding the benefits of healthy works in the
context of composting, Amy (a 46 year-old artist and mother of two with a household of four
with 20+ year compost experience), discusses how she understands her emotions evoked
through contact as works as different from some people.

“It's funny how as humans we, I mean some people hate worms, I love worms, I think
worms are great, but then we don't like cockroaches so much. There's different
responses to different creepy crawlies. And there's all sorts of things in the compost that
I, I don't know, spring tails and things like that that I really don't know very much
about.”

Amy illustrates the sociality of emotions. The contact with worms may often evoke hate.
Worms may be something to hate because contact is read as dirty, threatening bodily
boundaries. Amy underscores how the attribution of sensation and emotion to different
invertebrate is always shaped by past encounters and cultural histories that impress upon
participants bodies. Amy highlights when participants lack ideas about certain invertebrates,
the emotions that surface may not be as intense as those that can be readily named.

Love of worms is conditional on their capacity to decompose certain food scraps. For Paul,
(a 55-year-old who does property and weed control, with 11 years of composting experience)
it is love that bounds the worms in the compost together as in his words as ‘a community of
friends’ through their identification with recycling, sustainability and gardening.
“I do joke about it when I'm doing the worm farming and stuff that I've named all the
worms at the community garden, like, "Oh, that's Terry. Terry's trying to escape
again." That sort of stuff. And they do become like pets almost, but I mean obviously
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you couldn't pick one from the other. But en masse they're a community of friends.”

Paul underscores how the positioning of worms as pets are embedded in emotional relations
that are interwoven in his everyday life as a community of friends. The community of worms
relies upon Paul pull towards the ideal of sustainability. The perception of worms as
beneficial is integral to understand participants love of worms.
Likewise, John, (a 67-year-old, retiree and homeowner in a house of two has with three years
of composting experience) explains:
“Just the organic nature of it, I think. I love to see the birds coming around, catching
the ferment flies, and I love the worms on it. It's a funny thing to do…. I go to turn it
over, and they're crawling with worms”.
John illustrates how worms are attributed as being beneficial through tapping into ideas of
compositing as ‘organics’. In this household work contact is known in the context of recycling
household organic materials. Worms are not something to hate, but to feed organic household
materials. Likewise, David discusses the pleasurable sensations and emotion of love from
looking after worms:
“ Yeah, I love seeing them. When they're really going well, I love seeing lots and lots
of worms. It's really nice. You pick up a couple of handfuls of the compost and material,
or partly broken down and there's lots of worms all through it, and it's all moving in
your hand, it's really cool. It's life, it's doing a job for you, it's not wasting material, it
means that I don't have to go to the hardware store and buy manure to tip into this
garden bed, as to the same extent as I might otherwise. Not that it's expensive, I don't
do it to save money, but that's a minor bonus. I like managing my worms, distributing
the worms. As I said, I shift things around, because you'll see that we have to shift
things around a bit the way we've got it set up, so you've got to manage you're worms.
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That's fun, and then seeing what happens. Do they actually manage to thrive and
reproduce once they've been shifted? That's fun. Getting it right when it actually really
takes off, so last spring, summer, now into autumn, the system's been working really
well because of some things I did in autumn last year. Last year? Yeah. Spring sorry.
Must have been spring last year, so that's been very satisfying. Really got the whole
system working much more efficiently and taking all of our, least in the warmer months,
taking all of our food waste, compost, organic matter. (Interviewer: “You get this sense
of satisfaction?) “Yes. Yeah, in getting it to work properly. It's fun.”
David becomes invested in worms because composting offers a pathway to household
sustainability and organic matter.
Joel (a 35 year-old father of one who lives in a villa with a household of three) illustrates how
the attribution of love occurs through the effect of everyday feeding encounters that sustains
the relations between worms, mother and daughter.
“It [composting] has become a part of my life, but not because of... you know, you're
out in the yard, you go, "Righto, what are we going to do?" You've got a few things
you like pottering around with. Compost becomes part of that list I guess .. You want
to make sure your worms aren't starving and your chickens aren't starving. So I guess
that is what is the motivating factor that has motivated you to go, "Righto, let's give
them a feed." And it's like, growing up on a farm, part of the day is feed the animals.
And then you can add worms and do chickens to the animal list.” … [ My daughter]
loves going and feeding the worms. And I guess that's something that her mother and
her do. That's their thing. That's their... they do all the worm farm.
The worms become the object of love through association with not only ideas of organics, but
also the investment of mother-daughter relationships in compositing. Thus, the worms need
not only to be cared for, but also protected from potential threats that take away the benefits
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of composting away, including for Joel’s mother-daughter bonds.

For those participants that love works, love creates the condition for care practices. The loss
of works as the object of love, translates into practices of care. For example, Claire (43, home
duties, mother of two children in a house of four) speaks of a blanket to keep her worms
cooler in summer:
“I love the worms. It's silly, they try and escape - I take the lid off and they try and
escape out the top. And, the chickens are waiting. The chickens know. And I'm like
get back, get back … You know, I have a little blanket to make sure the sun doesn't
get on their worm farm and make them too hot and everything Go away you silly
worm, you're going to get squished”
Likewise, David (David, a 50 year-old professor with 25+ years of composting experience)
demonstrated in his sketch and spoke of the importance of nurturing worms.
“It's about nurturing your worms, looking after your worms, and trying to keep the
whole system ticking over a bit. [Learning to compost] I think it's been more dealing
with things going anaerobic and slushy and worms dying, and trying to figure out
ways to deal with that a bit better … I don't mind handling them, and I do, I like
seeing them, particularly when you see lots of small ones, you think ah, okay, great,
they're breeding. Excellent. Often when you open the lid you, they fall out on the side
or they're stuck on the lid, so when you put the lid back on, I'll pick them off and put
them back in the farm so I don't... I don't want to crush them because I want them to
be in there doing their job. Yeah, it’s nice, and they wriggle in your hands. It's all
right.

Similarly, Alice (30, accountant, household of two, with two years of composting experience)
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spoke of care practices
“In regards to taking care of the rest of the process, I usually do that, so that includes
putting water in the worm farm to make sure that the worms have got a nice, moist
home and then also yes, sprinkling dirt on top of the top layer, as well as we've got
this, they call it worm conditioner, I'm not sure what it is, I think it just neutralises
possibly the PH of the soil and that just goes on like once a week.” (Re: summer vs
winter) “I would say no, I've only moved the worm farm to its new spot in the last
couple of months, so I'm just going to be keeping an eye on, especially when daylight
saving comes, because the spot it's in, I don't want it to get any direct sunlight, so I'm
just going to see what happens when the sun moves for summer to see if I need to
move the worm farm to a cooler spot, because I don't want them to overheat, because
they like a cooler temperature.”

Consequently, the death of worms created the condition for other emotions including guilt
and shame. Participants spoke of their guilt for killing worms by failing to live up to the idea
of household sustainability. For example, Paul (Paul, a 55 year old property control, weed
controller with 11 years of composting experience) spoke of their shame at adding cat and
dog extra to the compost.
“My worm farm now is terrible as well.” (Researcher: It didn't go as planned?) “Twice
now I've killed my worm farms, by having a dog that I'd wormed and putting the poo
in after that, and it killed the worms. And the same unfortunately with the cat. For some
reason, I just didn't think.” “That [alternative excrement compost method] was fantastic,
but unfortunately I killed them once. Learnt from that, but then I did it again with the
cat, and so I just didn't think that the cat was wormed as well. I knew it was, because
I'd wormed it, but it'd been a while since I'd had the dog, and it just didn't... So I killed
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the worms.” “These are my dead worms. Unfortunately, I left the lid off it afterwards,
so they're really... Oh, they're coming back. There are a few in there. I might have to
get going again…. I left the lid off thinking that they were all dead, but obviously I need
to get back into that now. That's good. I will start feeding them. There you go, there's
less shame.”

As Ahmed (2004) argues, shame is an emotion that presents itself when a person fails to live
up to a social ideal. In this example, Paul fails to live up to the idea of the sustainable household
that composts their food scraps. The researcher acts as a witness of the participant for failing
to live up to the sustainability ideal. The reason for shame is the killing of worms. The failure
confirms the participants’ love of worms. As Chris (50, professor, father of two with 30 years
composting experience) explains:
“Oh, I love them [the worms]. I always feel bad if I accidentally hurt or kind of ... What
I don't like is when take ... So, in the tumbler, I did that maybe a month or so ago, and
some worms accidentally ... This sounds ridiculous but some worms kind of get flung
out of there accidentally or something like that so I'm going to try rescue them out. No,
I love the little worms. I love the worms so much. They're great. Well, I mean they're
on of the most valuable little parts. … Oh, I just saw worms there. Yeah, so there's
worms in there. I'm just trying to get this, ah good, as prepared for when I go away as
possible. I probably shouldn't have citrus in there. I'm not too precious about it. Because
nobody is going to feed it whilst I'm away, so I'm just hoping that this will be sufficient
for four months. I don't think so. It's a shame actually. I like the little ones.”
In this example Chris is witness to the ‘wrong’ that is committed to the worms. Feelings of
shame are aligned with not living up to the sustainability ideal, and being caring of worms. As
argued by Ahmed (2004) shame makes possible the return to pride through the transference of
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bad feeling. Chris is shamed that that his worms are not going to be fed while he is going to be
away and not be able to identify when the recycling ideal. In this case shame is posited as an
overcoming of the his overseas trip, and the likely death of his worms, so that pride in his worm
farm can be re-established on Chris’ return. As Joel articulates, living up to the composting
ideal may become a source of pride.
“Yeah, it's pride, and it's charming. To be out in your garden and pottering around. It's
relaxing and it's charming. It's like wholesome. That's what makes... that's my
motivation. You know, you're not there like playing a computer game or something.
You're playing with a worm. You know what I mean, it's different.
The pride conveyed by Joel demonstrated they have successfully lived up to the social ideal
that they name as wholesomeness. For Joel shows themselves to living up to this ideal of the
good life through playing with a worm rather than computer game.

4.2 Conclusion
This chapter illustrates how proximity to, or contact with, worms evoked love, disgust, shame
and hate and may influence composting practices. Understanding worms as either beneficial or
harmful is crucial to the affects and emotions triggered in everyday encounters. Participants
who understood worms as harmful and associated with ideas of death, death and decay, spoke
of their hate and disgust for worms. In contrast, participants who constituted worms as
beneficial spoke of their love for worms. Understanding the key role that worms play in
composting fostered a reciprocal relationship between worms and household composters that
participants often articulated as love. Healthy worms from practices of care become a source
of emotional pride and joy. Feelings of guilt and sadness were triggered when the worms were
harmed or at risk of harm. Understanding the benefits of worms in composting may help
facilitate a love for worms that helps facilitate a community of composters.
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5 Compost, emotions, chicken & rats
5.1 Introduction
The chapter aim is to discuss the relationship between affect, emotion, vertebrates and
composting. The sensory experience of vertebrates emerged as a common theme across all
participants. Participants were attuned to how composting generated moments of proximity
with a range of vertebrates, both wanted and unwanted, planned and unplanned. Listed, the
participants’ spoke of their experiences with a whole range of vertebrates includes lizards,
bandicoots goannas, birds, possums, snakes, mice, rats and chickens. In this chapter, the focus
is on only two, chickens and rats. Chickens and rats were selected over others for inclusion in
this chapter because they often evoked the most heightened affective intensities during the
fieldwork. Furthermore, chickens and rats evoked sensations that participants spoke about in
terms of love and hate. Moreover, the experiences of chickens and rats often posed composting
dilemmas. With Descartes (1985, p. 350), Ahmed (2014) argues that we love and hate because
not because some things are inherently ‘good’ or ‘bad’ but because they seem ‘beneficial’ or
‘harmful’. Following a feminist corporeal geography perspective, the process of attributing
something as beneficial is both conscious and non-conscious. The conscious process involves
sets of ideas that constitute something as harmful or beneficial. Thus, different sets of ideas
already exist around certain vertebrates that position that as either welcome or unwelcomed
within the domestic realm of the backyard and composting. The non-conscious process is
conceived as an embodied process and how affective forces increase or decrease bodily
capacities to be affected and act. Proximity or contact with chickens and rats in the context of
backyards thus generate sensations triggered by affective forces that generate impressions on
the surface of the body, which are then articulated as an emotion, including love and hate. The
chapter is structured in three parts. The first part analyses participants’ experiences of contact
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with chickens within their backyards. The second part analyses participants’ experiences of
rats. The conclusion turns to discuss the implications for composting for these participants
exposure to chickens and rats.

5.2 Composting and proximity to chickens
Nine participants kept chickens. These participants spoke of a love for chickens. Their love for
chickens arose from different perceived benefits that worked towards an ideal of the sustainable
home. For example, Rose (a retired 65 year-old mother of two with 20+ years of composting
experience) says,
“I just love my little chooks, they don't lay eggs much. They're pretty, but I just love
them. I think they're very calming. They make their little noises that come up to you.
They're a very homely, calming effect. Anybody who comes, most of them I love them.
They're pretty, they make you laugh, they make you smile, they're just unassuming, but
they're there.”
Rose illustrates Ahmed’s (2014) argument that people love objects because they seem
‘beneficial’. Rose lists a several benefits of chicken that involves an evaluation process that is
both mindful and embodied. Drawing on ideas of chickens as ‘unassuming’ and ‘pretty’, Rose
experiences contact with chickens as being ‘very calming’, ‘very homely’ and ‘they make you
smile’. Rose illustrates the benefits from regular contact with chickens as keeping the chaos of
the world at bay by creating a sense of stability and place.
Whereas, Joel (a 35 year-old father of one who lives in a villa with a household of three) spoke
of their love for chickens in terms of their dislike for waste and sensations of being productive.
Joel says,
“I don't like wasting things and it makes me feel industrious when I am doing vegetables
so I can fill that up. And then I can go, "All right, that's going to be nice for something
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else." The chooks or the worms or... they're going to enjoy that too. Which makes me
motivated to do that I guess. Yeah, so it kind of feels like that, good. It makes me feel
better. I like the idea of the worms going, "Thanks mate." Or the chooks when I run
down there, they go, "Yeah how ya going, give me some." I love that.”
For Joel, love is narrated as energising composting. Love for chickens is linked to the
sensations of feeling better by living up to the ideals of sustainability. For Joel there is a moral
imperative to composting with chickens. Living up to this ideal is again illustrated through how
the regular routine of cleaning out the chicken coop, and placing it in the compost becomes a
practice of love. Joel says,
“The chooks, well, they're a daily routine and every now and then I'll go and clean their
coop out and get all the chicken poo and whack that in the compost too.”
Likewise, Rose says
“The chooks are there and when you start getting into the swing of it, it's nice to actually
have something clean as well. I don't know if you know it, when you've cleaned up
something, it's kind of fulfilling to say this is nice and clean and neat and tidy. “Okay
girls, your bed's been remade” It's sort of like changing the bed clothes, and washing
them and getting everything sparkling new. It feels nice. I've done that job, and then
you've got this and then you've got to move that.
Rose illustrates how the labour of keeping chickens as making place home is felt as ‘fulfilling’
and ‘nice’. She illustrates the restoration of order that underpins their understanding of the ideal
home through cleaning the chicken coup. Rose goes onto underscore how chickens are
understood to be an integral part the of the ideal composting cycle.
“Because there's quite a bit of waste with all of the droppings and the hay. You put fresh
hay in. That's quite a lot of landfill if you put it in the landfill. But in this way, it's once
again, it's cycling through. The other thing is because you need to actually have material
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going back into the compost and into your garden, this material is actually from outside.
You're buying the hay, using the hay for their scratching and their nests and everything.
Then it goes in the compost and then it goes into your soil. It's sort of like an addition
to the whole thing. Because if you just tried and actually had a closed cycle, you couldn't
do it. I don't know how you'd do it. You do need material to keep coming in, and this is
just another way of reusing material that's been used for something else.”
Rose illustrates the alignment of composting and keeping chickens to making the ideal
environmental citizen by ‘reusing material that’s been use for something else.’
Participants help appreciate that learning to compost with chickens involves experimentation.

Maree’s experience of living with chickens alludes to how household practices change through
the sense of disorder created by their selective eating. Exposure to the disorder created by
chickens not eating most food scraps resulted in creating a separate ‘chook bin’. Maree says
“We've actually got the chook bin because we've got chooks at the moment. Sometimes
we have chooks and sometimes we don't and when you have the chooks the kind of
way, between ... chooks are an easy form of composting. You just throw your scraps
over the fence, but in reality, the chooks don't actually eat most of the scraps. They'll
eat bread and pasta or something like that. Mouldy mayonnaise. But they don't eat onion
peels or corn cob peels or corn cobs or orange peel or potato peel. There's a lot of stuff
that you can compost which the chooks don't eat and it just lies around and the chook
yard and looks really untidy.”
Likewise, Mark spoke of the affective response from the touch of food waste resulted in created
a separate ‘chicken bucket’. Mark says
“So i've actually got a separate chicken bucket now. A bucket for the scraps for the
chickens now. I think probably after that, it motivated me, I was like: ‘Aahh i don't
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want to sieve through this anymore”. (laughs). So I guess that um.. Yeah that was a
big one (bucket of scraps) too so it was pretty decomposed on the bottom as well. So i
think i just gave the leafier stuff to the chickens so i just had to pick up the leafy stuff
and then the rest just went in the worms.”
In these examples, the affective push from decomposed food played a key role in changing
practices to avoid contact with materials felt as potential source of disgust.

The ideas of household sustainability and reduction of food waste underpinned the embodied
and minded decisions to keep chickens. That said, the presence of chickens were not without
dilemmas. For example, Maree (a 51-year-old homeowner in a household of three with 15
years experience) reflects on the reductions of anxieties from potentially wasteful shopping
practices because of living with chickens. Maree says
“Having the chooks actually gives you more of an out because, you're like “Oh, that
looks like food waste. Nevermind, we're recycling it into eggs.” So, I wouldn't say
that's actually worsened my responsibility around not purchasing food that's going to
end up as waste in the first place. I don't think it's improved that.”
From this perspective, the pleasure from recycling of food waste by chickens translates into
reduced responsibility around food purchasing decisions. Furthermore, the proximity of
chickens may create heightened tensions with neighbours, particularly with the appearance of
rats. Maree says
“Well I think chooks cause more tension with neighbours than compost, and if rats do
appear and for other people who don't know that you've got compost blame it on you.

Maree illustrates how exposure to the affective qualities of rats yields impressions of
responsibility and blame. The next section explores in more detail the affective force of rats.
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5.3 Composting and proximity to rats
Encounters with rats while composting promoted experiences of hate and guilt. Daniel, (a 32year-old, bush regeneration officer who love in a villa with his partner and has nine years of
composting experience), Lisa (a 49-year-old mother of two and paramedic with seven years of
composting experience) and Kelly (a 44-year-old, in a household of 2 with 30 years on and off
of composting experience) all tap into ideas that convey rats as unwanted in domesticated
backyards and backyard composting. In western society, there is a cultural history that aligns
rats with disease, vector, contamination and death (Bull 2014). ‘Eradication’ of the presence of
backyard rats was justified given the it was understood as something harmful to the compost,
backyards and neighbours. For instance, Kelly explains the harm generated to the composting
process by rats
“I don't like rats. And that's my major battle here … Attracting rats seems to go handin-hand of course with food waste. So, trying to develop the perfect rat-proof system
is a real, huge challenge … From this little hole, they [rats] enlarged these holes that
were that big. Rat goes in, compost goes out.
Likewise, Lisa voiced how harm related to rats and composting. Lisa says,
They [rats] dug a hole and where it... it must have been a rat because it's a big hole... and dug
a hole in there. I know if there is a rat digging in my compost, there's probably going to be
rats in my yard. It's probably a good indicator of when you've got bigger problems. I put
some bait in my garage, and now I got no rats in my compost. It's good. I hate rats.
Similarly, Kelly says,
“I don't like the rats. I don't like trying to have to find new composting gear to keep
the rats away. .. And that's the hole that the rats chewed to get in….. Yeah. I thought
that this would be rat proof….. I bought it with that recommendation from someone
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saying that it was rat proof…… I think I would generally probably do it... Fucking
hell. There's a dead rat in the compost!”
Each of these moments convey the hate for rats generated by the harm to compost. The rat is
to be hated because it generates disorder to the composting system by nesting, breading,
eating discarded food, chewing holes and digging tunnels. Hate orients and mobilises these
participants against rats. Amy speaks of rats as a ‘major battle.’ Kelly tells of rats as a
‘problem’. Whereas Kelly seeks ‘rat proof’ solutions.
Mark emphasised the harm understood in terms of the damage to backyard and neighbours.
Mark says,
“The rats. We've got a bit of a rat problem at the moment. So that's probably the... I've
got it to the point where it doesn't smell too much. When I started it was pretty rank. I
was like oh why am I doing this. But now I've learned how to do it properly. That
doesn't bother me. But yeah, I'd say just having free range rats around the place, it's not
great. … We don't routinely put bones in it, but I'm actually starting to think I might.
It's only because of the rats, like I think the rats would just take it away… I don't think
he (neighbour) wants to support it. He hates rats as well.”
Like most participants, Mark positioned rats as a ‘problem’. Rats threaten the order of
compost and backyards. Hate for rats aligns neighbours with composters against the potential
damage to property of rats taking-up residence in backyard compost.

The empirical material suggest that hate for rats works to align individuals who compost
together in defense of composting. For instance, learning to compost, several participants
shared narratives about rats, in what they termed ‘horror stories.’ For example, Samara (a 35year-old, who works in education, lives with her partner in a villa, and has five years of
composting experience) and Daniel, (a 32-year-old, bush regeneration officer who love in a
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villa with his partner and has nine years of composting experience) say,

Samara: “ I think we're kind of transitioning from that apartment technique to something we
can do here because we haven't been here long, or we've been distracted with renovations and
stuff. We did try setting up a more traditional compost tape, and of course we filled it with the
entire bucket of Bokashi, so the rats from crate down there immediately were like, "Hello." The
next day.”
Daniel: “The next day we went outside and there was a little hole dug under the bottom of it
and half of the compost just spread out.”
Samara: “And if you talk about disgusting things, then I go, "Yeah, that's my limit," then I was
like, "No, I'm going back to the closed, sealed, approach, and then we can deal with when we
have time to do it bit by bit, and probably not entice the rat to the feast."
Daniel: “Figure out a way that we can have it rat-proofed.”
Likewise, Lisa, (a 49-year-old mother of two and paramedic with seven years of composting
experience), spoke of their first encounters with rats. Lisa says,
“When we first did it, we were on the acreage, we had an acre and a half. And as I said
we have big open bins. And I discovered that next to the compost bins we had a rock
wall that was made with boulders. So, they were stacked onto each other. It was about
a metre and a half high. And I had chickens there as well. And I discovered a multistory rat nest living behind the rock wall. There must have been hundreds of rats living
there. And they all came and moved into the compost. I had rats, they were running
across as I was down there. They were running in front of me, everywhere, there was
just rats. I had this mass rat eradication.
These composting stories of rats convey how first encounters with rats is shaped by narratives
of inexperience and cultural histories of composting, backyards and rats. The retelling of these
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stories naturalises the taken-for-granted assumption that the proximity rats are a threat to
composting and the orderly backyard. Rather than giving up, participants spoke about investing
in new technologies, seeking professional advice, baiting and experimenting with volumes of
bread, diary and meat. For instance, Joel says,
“Attracting rodents such as rats and mice, less than ideal. That's a bit of a system. A bit
of a programme that you try and keep the bread and the meat out of the system, and if
I have to, I'll whack a few rat baits out. Less than ideal, especially with a kid and a dog
hanging around, but sometimes you've got to handle the rodent situation.
Similarly Kelly says,
“I've got to deal with the challenge around the rats. But I think if I can learn from these
people, then I've got some really experienced voices that I can draw on. So I guess I
feel hopeful that I can compost better and have a more satisfying experience.
And Rose says,
before I had the big bins and I just had it in the open, we did get rats and things. So, I was glad
to get kind of an enclosed bin.
Hate for rats may be understood as a defence of composting. With only the exception of one
participant the eradication of rats from composting using baits was felt and judged as ‘good’
and enhanced participants capacity to compost. Only for Leah, (a 37-year-old, paramedic and
mother of two in a household of 4 has three years composting experience) did baiting evoked
a sensation he named as ‘bad’ because of the potential injury to owls. Leah says
“I just feel like they're on my property so it's kind of my responsibility to do something
about them. I feel bad because I take the easy option and bait them. I should really try
and trap them because I feel bad for the owls and; stuff if I've got to bait them. Yeah. I
don't know. I don't think there's that many owls around here anyway”
Leah says he ‘feels bad’ because he is aware of the potential injury to owls from poising rats.
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However, this moment of guilt is quickly dismissed. Leah’s justification of baiting is aligned
to the responsibility he feels for creating an orderly neighbourhood in which he understands
that rats have no place. The morality of Leah’s action is that he has a right to poison rats on his
property, regardless of the implications for life, to restore the social order. The importance of
narratives that shape the rat as upsetting the moral and social order of backyard composting
help sustain the affective force of hate.
That said, the affective force of hate for rats may diminish over time through regular
exposure. Mark admits to being indifferent to witnessing a rat in her backyard, and her
daughter being excited. Mark says,

“Like even the rats now I'm just like oh it's a rat. (daughter) is actually kind of excited
to see them. It's like rat spotting but it's like "Oh god, what have we done" It’s like,
She's not going to be able to bring friends over, they’re just going to make fun of her.”
Yet, Mark is alive to the social norms that configure rats as a pest and unwanted in backyards.
He alludes to rats as a challenge created by composting. And, Mark reflects on the possibility
of stigma for her daughter because their backyard does not reproduce social norms.”

5.4 Conclusion
This chapter sought to understand better the implications for composting of the emotions
triggered by vertebrates, specifically chickens and rats. The love for chickens made the work
of compost more enjoyable. Participants shared stories about their encounters with chickens
and spoke of their character and habits. Many participants spoke of therapeutic benefits from
their encounters with chickens, while others aligned chickens with household sustainability.
Participants positioned the emotional labour of care for chickens as an integral part of the
compost cycle, not only as a way of dealing with food waste but also making use of hay and
materials from the chicken coops in the compost bin. In contrast, encounters with rats were and
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usually evoked hate. Participants tapped into ideas that position rats as disrupting orderly
domestic spaces shaped by cleanliness (Bull 2014). Participants confirmed Barboza et al.
(2011) argument that fear of rats can lead to the unwillingness to compost. Rats are often
unwelcomed accompaniments to composting. That said, participants spoke of embracing the
challenge if not eradicating rats, of employing strategies to limit their access to compost bins.
Other participants spoke of the diminishing horror of rats through regular encounters.
Challenging social norms around rats that trigger hate remain integral to fostering the uptake
of composting.
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6 Analysis – Love, disgust & wonder of
compost
6.1 Introduction

This research began from the standpoint that the capacity of people to participate in composting
can be better understood if consideration is given to the emotional experiences of composting.
In this chapter, the focus is on the affective intensities and emotional experiences of the
proximity of decomposing materials and compost. The chapter is divided into three sections.
The first section argues that the affective force and emotional experience of disgust is integral
to composting. The touch and smell of decomposing materials evoked disgust. Participants tap
into discourses of hygiene to convey how decomposing material pose a potential threat of
contamination by unsettling bodily boundaries. Next, the chapter turns to how participants
acknowledge disgust in productive ways. Moments of self-reflection are opened-up by disgust,
reflections on landfill and composting practices. The third section turns to the emotions of love
and awe for compost. Wonder was important in sustaining in learning about the process.
Whereas love for compost was imperative to understanding what sustained participation
through a repetitive practice that for some generated a sense of calm and purpose in a context
of waste.

Disgust is integral to the practice of composting. Disgust was evoked by how the touch and
smell of decomposing materials were understood as a potential threat as ‘gross’. For instance,
Rose, (a 65-year-old, retiree with 20+ years of composting experience) spoke of the potential
threat of bacteria
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“I don't use my bare hands a great deal. I will wear gloves. I'm not that squeamish, so
if I need to touch things I will, but I'd probably prefer to use gloves. Well, it's also
knowing that there could be the bacteria that's there. I don't like putting my hands in,
like the big watermelon will eventually become very squishy (both laugh).
Similarly, Mark evoked highlighted the potential threat of bacteria from his training as health
care professional
“I guess because I work in healthcare as well, I am quite anal about hand hygiene
because it's been driven into me. So I usually do wear gloves if I do get in the garden.
It's just like something that's been drilled into me: wash your hands all the time, keep
them clean. So, I'd rather not have to spend five minutes really washing my hands
because I've not got that time.
And, Amy (a 46 year-old artist and mother of two with a household of four with 20+ year
compost experience) says,
“When I'm actually processing the compost I'd wear my gardening gloves anyway. And
by the time I'm doing something with it you can't see the individual components
anymore, if you know what I mean. But I think with compost you should be a bit careful
anyway, regardless.” (So it's like more hygiene purposes rather than…) “Like probably
the point at which I'm cleaning it out in their cage, that's probably when there's the most
pathogens or bacteria, or something floating around in the air, that's probably when I
should probably be wearing a mask or something…. But I don't know, you get a bit
gung ho about it don't you?.... It hasn't killed me so far.”
Likewise, Alice evoked the potential threat of decomposing materials as a process that involved
dirt and germs:
Regarding her diary with a picture of her worm farm and her adding another tier to it
“Yeah, I'm definitely wearing gloves in this picture, because yeah, I had to pick up a
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fair bit of the contents of the second tray, and of course there's dust and hair and old
food in there. Then also a lot of the worms and things that, yeah, just depending on what
I'd put in the worm trays, to be like well the eggshells will probably still have egg whites
and stuff on them, things like that, so I didn't want to touch it.” (Researcher: “is it the
squishiness that you don't like the feel of?”) “Yeah, there was probably some things in
there that were a bit squishy and yuck to touch, which I didn't want to touch with my
bare hands. Also mainly just to keep the dirt off and the germs and stuff. … I was told
by my sister-in-law, she's a nurse and she's had people who have touched soil and gotten
some diseases, I suppose, from the soil, from handling that without gloves, so it's just
like I've picked it up from her, but mainly it is because I don't want to touch it with my
physicals.”
All these participants shared the practice of wearing gloves. In doing so, they highlight the
body’s porosity, illuminating how the touch decomposing material is simultaneously to be
touched by decomposing material. The gloves operate act to help restore bodily boundaries
from that which understood as out of bounds. In this case the wearing of gloves helps to
maintain the boundary between the clean, hygienic body and the danger of bacteria that may
upset from the inside.
Lisa brings to the fore how touch can evoke affective forces that they term ‘squishy feel’.
“I don't wear gloves. If you've got something good to sterilise your hands with, it's okay.
Yeah, it probably is a bit of a waste thing, you really don't need to, a lot of people just
put gloves on for every single thing. But I think if you can clean your hands well, then
you don't need the gloves for everything…I don't like using my fingers. (why?) I don't
know. It's kind of got a squishy feel. And it's quite gross. I don't like squishy stuff.”
(Researcher: “just grossed out by squishy?”) “Yeah, but I do because I mash it down
with the potato masher but then it all kind of get stuck on the potato masher. And I'll
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scrape it off, and it's really gross, but I just do it then go and wash my hands. It's not the
end of the world, but it's not my most favourite task.”
Lisa highlights how decomposing materials felt as squishy may evoke disgust because they
break the boundaries between oneself and food. Moreover, the affective force may in part
because the decomposing food no longer fits into neat categories. Lisa washes their hands a
protective measure against contamination. In doing so, Lisa offers insights to how
decomposing materials pose a threat of disease. She reconfigures her hygienic world by
washing her hands, re-establishing the boundary in which decomposing materials are
understood as a potential threat.

The source of the decomposing material played an important role in intensifying the affective
force of the decomposing materials. Decomposing materials from family evoked less intensive
affective forces named as ‘gross’. For example, Rose spoke about decomposing bloody tissues
from her son.
“Of the hygiene and everything. I suppose I don't because they're my sons. Therefore,
you get up close and personal generally with your own family members, so what's the
difference between giving them a hug and a kiss, and having a tissue that's been lying
around. Generally, you can just pick it up in a corner and I just gently sort of, you know.
Unless I can see that they're sort of, well, it's generally sort of nose not wind. If they've
actually had a bit of a nosebleed, there might be a bit of blood, but it's generally not too
gross.”
For Rose bloody tissues her son a treated as less a potential source of threat of bodily
contamination. Touching a decomposing tissues is equated with the same risk as posed by a
hug or a kiss. In contrast, decomposing materials from strangers were narrated a generating
more intense affective moments regardless of the item. For example, Ally, (a 36-year-old,
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mother of 2 in a household of 4, is an HR manager with five years of composting experience)
spoke of their anxiety of touching mouldy bread from an unknown source:
“Mouldy bread or something. I don't know where that came from…… I probably
wouldn't stick my hand in there. Yeah…. Yeah, the squishy mouldy bits I don't really
want to touch. Doesn’t invite me to touch them.”
Likewise , Mark spoke of being ‘grossed out’ by materials provided through ShareWaste. They
say,
“I'd feel a little bit grossed out in that one. Especially because a lot of it is not my waste
( because of ShareWaste) so I don't exactly know what's in there….. So, I don't really
poke around in that too much because sometimes if I leave it a couple of days and it
heats up it's like: “Oh my God”. Sometimes I'm like: “Why am I doing this.” It's only
initial when I'm tipping it out and it's in there, it's fine. Yeah I reckon I will get my pitch
fork into there, turn it all over, like I just did it today; it was quite hot and stinks but like
that's cool. Especially down at the bottom. As I kept going down, it was getting more
broken down. There was a couple of funky things at the bottom there that don't
anaerobically break down. I was like: “Oh that's a bit methane-y.” That smell I smelt
this morning was probably the worst I've smelled it for a while. I think it's just this topic
of anaerobic break down. Normally yeah, I can't really smell it.”
As Douglas (1966) argues, disgust is underpinned by social and cultural components. The
decomposition of foodwaste through share programs is a great source of threat because of the
lack of control of what people may include. The ShareWaste may include items that are ‘out
of place’ and thus pollute the compost. They describe these as ‘funky things’. Mark evokes a
disgust that is so instinctive and irrepressible at the smell of the decomposing ShareWaste, and
thought about stopping this practice. Yet, the love for compost sustains his engagement.
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6.1.1 Acknowledging disgust
Several participants spoke about disgust in the context of their life histories. For example, Lisa
said:
“I'm probably less grossed out than a lot of people, just through life experience.”
Continuous exposure to death and decay was understood to change sensitivities to smell and
touch of decomposing materials. That said, participants did not reject that the smell and touch
of decomposing materials sensed as disgusting, often articulated as squeamish or gross. All
participants shared narratives of the affective force of decomposing food that forced
participants to confront why the composted. Following the conceptual framework outlined in
Chapter 2, the decomposing materials is not understood as the cause of disgust, but rather as
an affective forces and emotional experiences that the outcome of the relationships between
embodied histories, sets of ideas alongside materials. What the affective forces did was
ambiguous. Being exposed to the affective force of disgust provided moments of intensity
where participants reflected upon how they understood themselves within social contexts and
cultural expectations. The interpretation of the affective and emotional experiences of disgust
turns to what we learn about how participants inhabit social conventions of food consumption
and disposal. One participant admitted the affective force of disgust meant they gave up
composting in the past. Lisa says,
“If it's just rotting and smelly you think, "Oh, this is gross and I don't really want to do
this." That's why I've stopped before in the past.”
Lisa speaks to the potential dangers of decomposing materials understood as dangerous or
threatening. Decomposing materials with their viscous and biological qualities challenge
dominant social conventions of domestic backyards as ordered and clean spaces. Here we
focus on how the affective force of disgust become moments to reflect on landfill, composting
and waste management.
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6.1.2 Learning how we dispose of food
For some participants, the acknowledgement of disgust provided an opportunity to reflect on
household food consumption. For example Hannah (a 21-year-old, University student who
rents a share house with 2 housemates and has eight months of composting experience) says,
“I usually let it sit there for two weeks unless it starts smelling. Once the smell makes
itself present... It was gross. Like there was water in there from everything. … I mean
I'm not too prissy, but it's just so gross. Especially when it's mouldy and fuzzy …
Sometimes yeah, and I guess like what if it puts me off bananas for instance. Because
they were the main... I mean if I touch that and then it reminds me because I have a
banana every morning and then if I touch it, what if it makes me not want to eat a banana
because it's really mushy and mouldy. I don't know.”
Acknowledging the smell and touch of decomposing mould Hannah is encouraged to reflect
on her diet. Rather than hiding their disgust at decomposing materials, disgust provides an
opportunity to reflect upon the social conventions of waste disposal as disgusting.
“I realised that actually composting is a really cool thing to do, and it's good to have all
that, because all that smell and that grossness that you're dealing with is just someone
else is dealing with that down the line at the landfill site. Ultimately the earth and stuff,
so, yeah. … it's pretty cool that you think like, I don't know, like your left over banana
peel could go into growing a new lettuce or something. I think it's a nice way, instead
of just sitting in this dump it’s like disgusting.”
Hannah brings to the fore what it means to continue to comply to the norms of disposing food
to landfill.

6.1.3 Learning how to compost
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How the touch and smell impressed about participants bodies give rise to moments where
participants reflected on the cultural expectations of compost. For instance, Maree (a 51-yearold homeowner in a household of three with 15 years experience) illustrates how the smell of
decomposing materials operates as a visceral reminder of its bio-chemistry. Maree says,
“I'm looking for a sweet smell whenever I do it because that's a healthy compost smell.
I have opened it sometimes and there's blue mould and a rotting smell and I'm like I
should have been here before, people have not been looking after this compost. Nobody
cares about the compost except me. And I'll just do what needs to be done like pull the
stuff out, turn it around, maybe it needs some water, maybe I'll leave the lid open...
probably not leave the lid open for a bit, but you can tell the difference between healthy
...a compost that's been going well and a compost in which is not working like it ought
to..
Similarly, Lisa, (a 49-year-old mother of two and paramedic with seven years of composting
experience) says,
“It's just like, I've got some food in there. I've closed it off for a while so I'll just open
it up and... it doesn't actually got a lot. It doesn't have much here. Because it ferments,
its a ferment-y smell. It's not a bad smell, but it's quite strong. So, yeah, it's all right
when it's out here. I just found that it started to permeate through the laundry a little bit,
and I wasn't a big fan of that… Understating the biological processes is important I
think. Once you learn that you can understand what you need to do. See I've left the lid
open a little bit. See? And I've got the flies. See, I shouldn't have that. As you see, that's
pretty gross. See, that should not happen. So I've done something wrong.” (Researcher:
“oh yeah it's got a couple of little maggots there”.) “Yeah, see, so that grosses me out
because it's not meant to look like that, and that is gross. And it smells, it does have that
rotting smell.” (researcher: “So what will you do now?) “Well I don't know, I'll
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probably just put some more of the mix on top and maybe some veggies on top and then
shut the lid and pretend it's not there….. Yeah, see that smell is a bit gross, isn't it? See,
I don't like the chicken in there, but I don't know, I also don't like putting it in the bin,
so ... and the maggots are in there.”
Likewise Mel, (a 46-year-old mother of two with a partner, home duties/market gardener with
10 years of composting experience) says,
“When the bucket gets full, and it gets a bit stinky. Or if you put the wrong things in it
for a while. Just that sludge, the residue build up. You just got to clean the compost
bucket every now and again, so you know when you get your system wrong. If it's,
yeah, kind of grossing you out. Or if there's too much liquid in there, you kind of get
that waft, and you're like, Huh! That's the only thing, and that is just a sign of neglect
or imbalance. So it's kind of like, yeah, it's my fault.
And, Alice, (a 30-year-old, an accountant in a household of two with two years of composting
experience)
“I suppose there's nothing negative about the worm farm, that's pretty clean, it doesn't
smell, my one doesn't, at least, it's pretty compact, sometimes, like if you put too much
food in there, sometimes it can go a little bit mouldy on top, which can be a bit gross,
but usually you can just combat that by putting a little bit more soil onto the worm farm.
… I'm really not bothered by the flies or to an extend, or the worms or the maggots or
whatever, but when I open the ... And it usually only happens with the bread items that
we put, that's probably why we're not supposed to put them in there, but yeah, when I
open the lid and I can see a big growth of mould, I just think, I sort of do a double take,
"Oh that’s a bit yuck." I think that's because, like when you were saying about emptying
the vacuum and thinking of all the dust and things that might be breathed in, I just think
about the little mould spore that might be breathed in. I'm like, "Oh God, is that deadly
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mould?”
And, Jason (a 30-year-old, farm manager with 10 years of composting experience)
“Yeah, when I first started, yeah I was probably a bit squeamish about touching,
touching all that but- (not any more) (smell?) Yeah, sometimes like when I'm turning
it, and especially in this sort of section where there's fresher stuff, you sometimes get,
yeah it's, I don't know, sometimes it smells good like if there's a dead chicken in there
that's been cooking it smells, it smells good. Yeah, some of the stuff, I don't know, a lot
of the stuff smells good, just maybe some of the manure's if, but I try not to have like a
big clump of it. I'm always adding heaps of carbon so, there's usually not too bad
smells.”
Disgust is an embodied practice of backing away from that which disgusts. Rather than givingup, Maree (a 51-year-old homeowner in a household of three with 15 years experience), Lisa,
(a 49-year-old mother of two and paramedic with seven years of composting experience), (a
30-year-old, an accountant in a household of two with two years of composting experience), (a
46-year-old mother of two with a partner, home duties/market gardener with 10 years of
composting experience) and Jason speak to how some participants respond to the smell of
decomposing materials as a biological process. The dangers presented by odours can be
addressed by better understanding the biological process and possible interventions.

6.1.4 Wonder and Love for Compost
Participants spoke about the wonder of compost. As Irigaray (1993) argues, after Descartes,
wonder is surprise at what is understood as standing out as important against the within the
context of the mundane activities that comprise the everyday. Wonder is a direct response to
compost as it is, rather than love or anger which are emotions triggered by what participants
may find ‘beneficial’ or ‘harmful’. Wonder is about a process of finding the unfamiliar in the
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familiar. As Hannah says,
“From the kitchen counter all the way through to putting it on the garden, something
that sticks out) I guess it's just that it's an amazing transformation isn't it?
For Hannah, the transformation of materials from the kitchen counter to the garden is grounds
for wonder. Hannah asks the question:
“It’s just that it’s an amazing transformation, isn’t it”. She suggest that wonder evoked
by composting involves curiosity around biological processes, and generates
momentum for further understanding the importance of composting. For Hannah
wonder is a response to creating compost from waste.
That said, alongside wonder, participants evoked judgements (great, satisfaction, worthy)
through how the touch and smell of compost triggered emotions including love and joy. For
example, Hannah went on to say:
“You've gone from this pile of refuse, waste, and then you've got a really important and
helpful, and product that is going to add to your garden. And, it's just it's been
transformed. And that's a great – I always think that's amazing .. Worth it. It's
satisfying. It's worked. Yeah. It's a transformation I think, that's the thing that occurs
to me the most.”
As Hannah has learnt about and become more familiar with composting she articulates her
embodied response to the process as amazing. Hannah suggest that compost continues to evoke
wonder despite becoming used to composting and compost bins. Composting is felt as
inherently worthwhile.
Compost was often articulated as a loveable object by participants. Love for compost
articulated by participants illustrates the investment in participants in household sustainability
ideals. The love evoked by the touch and smell of compost is one way that the ideal is returned
to the participants. For example, David (a 50 year-old professor with 25+ years of composting
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experience) says,
“One of the worm farms is ready to be dug out and then the material is just lovely. It's
this lovely brown soil-like material, chock-a-block full of worms. You pick up a handful
of it and it's just... you can feel it moving in your hand with the worms, and it's great
…. I think I like the fact that they're breeding out there and doing their own thing and
there is this subterranean life. I think the soil is an undervalued resource. I guess I'm
conscious of the values of soil. So, even though I said, oh, it's a raised bed and it's
artificial in all sorts of ways, but it's still… So, it's just a little reminder of, I guess, the
potential power of those biological processes and also the soil, it's an important
resource. An undervalued one that we really don't... we discount the value enormously.
We rely upon massive systems of pulling stuff out and tipping more inputs in, and so,
it's just a little reminder. I'm not fooling myself that I'm saving the world here, but it's
a little reminder of just those processes that are all around us, and what they can
achieve.”
David illustrates how the touch of compost can evoke a household sustainability induced love
for biological process and soil. The touch of compost has the capacity to remind David of the
importance of soil, the reliance of intensive agriculture on chemical fertilisers and processes of
decay. Likewise, for Claire (a 43-year-old mother of two in a household of 4 and with nine
years of composting experience) love mobilises composting. Claire says,
“Depending on what was in there, there might be a bit of ugh it's a bit gross, but like I'd
do it anyway, I don't care. When it's like this (broken down), love it…. There is some
smells that I like, like the smell of rain water, and I do like the smell of just healthy dirt.
Also, at the final stage where I'm actually putting it - actually I really love sifting it into
the wheelbarrow, to take it out and put it on the garden. That's one of my favourite
things. Pushing it back and forth over this metal grid so that all the big bits don't go
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through and just piling up in the wheelbarrow.”
Claire directs us to the sonorous geographies of composting and the affective force of smell,
that they speak of as love. Claire’s narrative confirms that a love of composting requires
overcoming visceral disgust and squeamishness of decomposing materials. In this example,
love moves Claire towards compost as soil. Composting and sifting become the work of love
which allows soil to obtain an affective quality.
A love for compost underpinned by the ideal of household sustainability established a heighted
awareness of the reliance of non-human based processes and possibilities for reciprocal
connections through the sensations and emotions evoked by touch and smell. For instance,
Mark spoke of a ‘nice feeling’ through how composting is both grounding and connects them
to the earth.
“It [compost] kind of keeps me grounded ... It give me that connection to earth. I think
it's a nice feeling. I think that's something that we're definitely disconnected with.
Likewise, Zoe (a 39-year-old community advocate and mother of one who lives in a villa with
her child and partner and has 30+ years of composting experience) alludes to the positive
sensations of satisfaction and emotional experience of love for compost that generate
connections to the environment underpinned by discourses of the ‘natural’ and sustainability.
Zoe says,
“This is total hippie dippy stuff, but I do feel like composting is a spiritual practise. It's
about being connected to the environment and having a positive impact, rather than
causing pollution. It's very simple, it's elegant, it uses natural processes, and it's
something that I do every day. I try to avoid food scraps as much as possible, but they're
also inevitable. It's very satisfying being able to turn something that could be a stinky
mess to beautiful sweet-smelling soil. … Yeah, because I love that thing about compost,
the castings or the compost, then going to nourish your edible plants. And so, then
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you've got that full cycle of nutrients. What we eat, what we discard, what we compost
and what we grow.
Zoe talks of ‘beautiful sweet-smelling soil’ and a love for compost to recycle nutrients to grow
food. Zoe suggest they responds in non-normative ways to compost, positioning their response
as ‘hippy diffy stuff’. They understand the household sustainability ideal of composting as not
mainstream but remain mobilised through a love that sustains intimate and everyday reciprocal
relationships with the environment felt as ‘positive’.

Other participants draw attention to the emotional and affective forces of the temperature of
compost. Putting is hands into the compost during the go-along, Jason, says
“So, yeah if you stick your hand in the top of the pile you'll feel how warm it is. Can
you feel that? Just in there you'll feel it's quite warm. So, and if you go right to the
middle of the pile, you could barely be able to-Keep your hand in there. So that's what
I mean, that's the life but, you can't really see that life, it's all bacteria causing that. So,
that's what I mean, that's the life but, you can't really see that life, it's all bacteria causing
that. So, it's hard to explain really, it just feels nice, like it's hard to explain what it is.
It's sort of like, it's relaxing, probably that's probably the best, it's just like, yeah I don't
know … it's just a feeling, it's not something you sort of think, like I'm not thinking, oh,
I'm connected to nature now, it's more of just a, I don't know, it's almost like exhaling,
like the weight off your shoulders or yeah, sort of relaxing, calming feeling.”
The affective force of temperature induces bodily changes that Jason articulates are ‘hard to
explain’. Jason goes onto to try and articulate the affective force as a ‘super charge’ or
‘electrical signal’:
“Yeah but again, it's hard to describe it I guess, like it's yeah, it's yeah, it's like, I don't
know, if you're walking bare foot on grass. I think there's something about skin
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connecting with earth or, and especially this is like super-charged earth, this is like
there's some, I don't know, some probably electrical signal that goes in, or there's
something it just, just feels good.”
For Jason being touched by compost is moment of heightened affective intensity. Jason
underscores how the affective orientation operate below the level of consciousness. Instead, he
alludes to the affective force of the temperature of compost felt as ‘calming’ and ‘relaxing’.
For Jason, his hands being immersed in the compost and proximity to bacteria that he names
as ‘life’ feels ‘nice’ and ‘relaxing’. For Jason, how the warm touch of compost operates to help
generate a sense of calm within chaos that resonates with Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987)
argument of how subjectivities are relationally constituted. In context of unsustainable
household practices, compost provides Jason a sense of self as living a more sustainable life.
Like Claire, the affective force of compost has a profound effect in understanding this labour
as love. As Jason says,
“What I love about it too is it's a pretty big veggie patch but, people say, "Oh, it's a lot
of work for that." But, I'd probably spend more time making compost like, I think that's
the key, is spend all the time doing this and then that just takes care of itself, like I don't
have to do anything out there really. I just plant it and it just grows so, if you spend the
time and the effort, and make sure it's got, you've got good, diverse resources in there
and it's properly finished, and there's lots of life in it, then it's just, like the results you
get are just magic,”
Jason illustrates how the affective touch of compost is about is about being in touch with life,
and securing a sense of calm from which it become possible to lead a more sustainable life by
growing vegetables.

6.2 Conclusion
This chapter focused on the affective intensities and emotional experiences of the proximity of
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decomposing materials and compost. The touch and smell of decomposing materials evoked
disgust for most participants. For some, triggering the affective force of disgust was embodied
experiences of hygiene practices and knowledge; the idea of bacteria, pathogens and the threat
of contamination influenced composting practices. To avoid direct contact with the ‘squishy’,
‘gross’, ‘smelly’ materials, gloves were often used. Heightening the visceral response was
waste from unknown sources such as ShareWaste. Disgust was not always a case of avoidance.
Disgust sometimes encouraged reflection on food disposal practices and mobilised some
participants to check on the ‘health’ of their compost to gain an understanding of necessary
adjustments. Furthermore, for some, the intensity of disgust dissipated over time. The
transformation of materials and biological processes held curiosity and wonder evoked through
the touch and smell of compost. Working with compost gave some participants a strong sense
of connection to the earth and provided a sense of calm.
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7 Conclusion
7.1 Introduction
The conclusion is in two parts. The first part provides a summary of each chapter and discusses
how the thesis addressed the research aims and questions. The second part outlines future
research agendas from potential avenues arising from the participants' narratives that were
beyond the scope of this thesis.

7.2 Thesis summary
The first chapter underscored why a better understanding of household composting is urgent
and timely. Urgency arises through measures of greenhouse gas emissions attributed to
domestic food waste and the volume of food waste sent to landfill. The figures are mirrored in
reports published by the Australian Bureau of Statistics that suggest the low proportion of
households that compost. In this context, chapter 1 introduced the research aim and questions
to better understand the emotions that mobilise people to compost. This aim of this thesis was
to explore how affective and emotional experiences mobilise household composting. The
research was guided by three questions: What emotions and affects are triggered by proximity
to, first, invertebrates; second, vertebrates; and, third, materials enrolled in composting?

Chapter 2 asked the two questions: what do we know about composting? And, how do when
know what we know about composting? To answer these questions the chapter reviewed
literature from the social sciences and sciences. The chapter was structured in two parts: science
and critical social sciences. What is known about composting is dominated by science. A gap
in the literature was demonstrated to exist around the emotional geographies of composting.
This project builds on the arguments of scholars have pointed to the importance in climate
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change debates of emotions, the more-than-human dimensions of soils (Krzywoszynska 2019)
and invertebrates (Lloro-Bidart (2018 . While visceral approaches of feminist scholars that are
alive to materiality, emotions and embodiment are an integral part of the household
sustainability literature, none addressed composting.

Chapter 3 put forth an explanation and justification of the methods utilised in this research.
The research design was built from feminist geography and beyond to enable the engagement
with ‘gut reactions’, emotions and affect, alongside discourses (Duffy et al. 2018;). The
visceral framework and research methods employed in this research succeeded in bringing to
the forefront the emotions and affects around household composting practices. The use of
qualitative mixed-methods, that combined semi-structured interviews, sketch, show and tell,
solicited photo or video diary and a follow-up interview, proved to play a pivotal role in
acquiring detailed insights. The show-and-tell and solicited photo or video diary empowered
participants, providing flexibility for them to draw upon experiences they felt were important
to their own narrative and encouraged reflection (Cox and Guillemin 2018). Sensory analysis
was deployed. Thus, analysis occurred through the show-and-tell and follow-up interview
process around the photo/video diary where the researcher was mindful of their own
emotional responses. Encounter with things or practices that evoked strong visceral responses
within the researcher guided the selection of photographs/videos for the follow-up interview.

Chapters 4, 5 and 6 address the research questions. Chapter 4 addressed the first research
question and offered an interpretation to the emotions triggered by proximity to invertebrates.
This chapter focused on the emotions triggered through encounters with worms. Attention
turned to the emotions of hate and love. Those participants who understood the reciprocal
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benefits from their everyday encounters expressed love for works. Indeed, participants spoke
of the pride of caring for worms. To encourage composting future education programs could
include the reciprocal relationships of living with worms, alongside the technical dimensions
of composting.

Chapter 5 turned to the second research question and provided an interpretation of the emotions
triggered by proximity to vertebrates, specifically chickens and rats. A love for chickens
mobilised participant engagement in composting. Encounters with chickens helped participants
to relax, and generate a sense of self as sustainable. To help mobilise composting participants
pointed to the reciprocal relationships between chickens, composting and therapeutic benefits
Whereas, a hate of rats worked if not against composting then in developing strategies to limit
their numbers. Social norms around rats require to be reimaged in ways to help trouble their
relationship with death, decay and disease.

Finally, chapter 6 provided insights to the emotions triggered by proximity to compost.
Empirical evidence was presented to sustain the argument that decomposing materials evoke
disgust in all participants. That said, while some participants had given up composting in the
past because of the power of disgust, disgust also facilitated a process of reflection for some
on food disposal and composting practices. Furthermore, the touch and smell of compost
evoked a sense of awe and calm that helped strengthen participants’ connection with their
gardens and sense of self as sustainable.

7.3 Future research
Inspiration for future research is drawn from participants and insights that are beyond the
scope of this thesis. Four future research agendas are outlined. First, future research could
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focus on how the practice of composting operates as place-making mechanism, that fosters
hands-on embodied connections through soil with plants and animals. For example, Chris
said:
You create as much kind of microbial life in the soil and then it just creates a whole new living
dimension basically in the whole situation. So this place when we first moved in, it was kind
of dead. It was so dead. There was nothing in terms of life and I remember being shocked. I
was out here and I was trying to grow veggies. This wasn't here, it was other kind of stuff. I
was trying to grow veggies and I couldn't find ... I had to hand pollinate my cucumbers because
there wasn't any pollinators. But now it's just there's pollinators aplenty. And I think
composting is just part of that cycle. It's just such a good way of feeding the whole environment,
from the ground up. So, the plant life but also all the insect life and so on.” (later in
conversation) “I've got to say the native bees because that's a relatively recent thing for me to
get into. I think we all enjoy the native bees because now we sit there and in summer you can
see, oh, that's a ... We had Teddy Bear Bees visit us for the first time this year. But you know,
Blue Banded Bees and lots of ... So you know, it's fun for us now. It's like we go out and look
at all the various kind of that we can kind of identify. Yeah, and that's all kind of brought
together I suppose.
Similarly, Amy (a 46 year-old artist and mother of two with a household of four with 20+ year
compost experience) said:
“But I definitely, like by increasing the organic material in the garden it must have a
knock on effect through the system, because it is a system, and we all have to stop
seeing it just as a tree, or a bird, all those things are so interlinked. (Researcher: “Like
one can't survive without the other?”) That's right”
And Joel (a 35-year-old, father of one who lives in a villa with his daughter and partner and
has 30+ years of composting experience) said:
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“I feel like we've got a little community. And the compost is part of that. And I guess I
don't really understand heaps about the bacteria and fungi and stuff, but I know that
that's all linked into having a healthy ecosystem. So that plays a part, definitely. Because
the plants talk to the fungi, the fungi feed the plants and then the plants are healthier.
But if you didn't have that, before I did compost I was in Bulli, and I had a nice garden,
but nothing ever really thrived. I guess it was more clay sort of soil. But now I'm like,
I wish I moved back into that house and I could totally make it thrive now.”
Chris, Amy and Joel illustrate how composting forges particular connections with place that
appears to encourage greater awareness of the importance of relationships between humans and
non-humans. Chris and Joel underscores relationships with insects and microbial life. In a
context of declining bee numbers, Chris’s experiences suggest another reason for advocating
for a better understanding what mobilises people to compost.
Second, participants in this research illustrated that beyond reducing landfill and greenhouse
gas emissions important benefits accrued to participants to their wellbeing. Participants spoke
of how their wellbeing was enhanced through how composting established, encouraged and
enhanced what they termed a ‘backyard eco-systems,’ For example Mark (a 32 year-old, a
health care worker and father of one, in a household of three has with 3.5 years of composting
experience) said:
“It [composting] kind of keeps me grounded ... It give me that connection to Earth I
Kind of like that, I think it's a nice feeling. I think that's something that we're definitely
disconnected with. I actually have fun... When I see a worm in there, that gets me
excited because I'm like ah it's alive. It's not just lifeless objects in there, it's like an
ecosystem I suppose. So I guess it's sort of... I wouldn't say happy but sort of-...
Satisfaction maybe, yeah... Just connection to Earth, nature. Fulfilment maybe.
Future research could focus on the hedonic and eudonic dimensions of wellbeing, embracing
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the concept of Fleuret and Atkinson’s (2007) spaces of wellbeing framework.

Third, future research may investigate the sociality of composting. This research suggested that
composting often operates to help make (and break) connections with individuals and different
social groups including friends, family and neighbours, community organizations and
businesses. Important social dimensions include shared ideas about composting, food waste,
dirt, micro-organisms, plants, animals, soil and gardening. For example, Mark spoke about
through meeting people and talking about composting he challenged social norms and forging
a collection of like-minded people. In his words,
“I think that also the fact that I'm spear heading it a little, it gives other people then the
chance to make some changes whereas before maybe they just felt a bit isolated and
they wouldn't know that anyone else was doing it. But now I'm just making such a show
about it. It gives people bit more permission to be a bit more sustainable.

Likewise, Amy spoke of how composting became the bases for friendship circle. In her
words: Amy:
“I have a lovely circle of compost nerd friends, yeah.” “My current compost system
was inspired by a conversation with a friend who's got a farm here in [local area] who,
obviously frustrated with rats and different things and he said, "Oh, this is what I'm
doing at the moment, why don't you try it out? And I'll show you."” Whereas Zoe spoke
about how a love of composting underpinned volunteer groups like ShareWaste and
PermaBlitz” “Do you know about Permablitz? So, generally the permaculture design is
done and then you have a working bait to implement the design. And to host one, you
have to go and volunteer on three others. So, if you've been a volunteer in three others
then you can have one at your place. And it's really fun because we had like 40 people.
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Just transform the place in a day.” There is an important sociality to composting that
extends beyond ideas but also to the material themselves but also how aspects such as
resource sharing connect not only with friends, family and neighbours but also members
of the community through community groups, education contributions and local
businesses.

Finally, does composting excuses composters from reducing food waste, but instead encourage
practices that encourage the disposal of increased food into the composting when understood
as a resource? Composting becomes a mechanism to excuse the disposal of increased foods
into the compost, rather than encouraging the reduction of foods purchased. Consequently,
environmental damage continues and perhaps is even exacerbated at the levels of production
and transportation and in some cases, also packaging. Or, does composting encourage the
purchase of decaying food that otherwise never be purchased? As, Mark explained:

I did have a thought that I don't think I mentioned last time. Um, I find just in the actual act of
us composting our scraps, I think I'm actually more comfortable throwing things out. Which I
don't know is a good thing. Like yeah if I’ve got some leftover veggie scraps or something,
maybe if someone didn't have a compost bin I would be more inclined to try and find a way to
cook it. Where as, like a broccoli stalk I would be like “Oh it doesn't matter, ill put it in the
compost”.
Researcher: “Excuses you a bit?”
“Yeah, a little bit, like gives you that guilt credit or something. where as, I think it's still
more beneficial just to use it, cause, like if you compost it you're not going to get the
same amount of energy back as you would if you just would have eaten it. Yeah, so I
was thinking about that and thought, yeah that's probably not a great thing. Like I
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probably should be more mindful about that. Um, yeah like I don't feel super bad about
it because I know it’s still going to a good place and it's not going to landfill. So, I think
I still end up positive.”
Mark raises an important future research agenda that composting while reducing food waste
to landfill may increase rather than reduce the total volume of food categorised as inedible by
operating as mechanism to alleviate guilt.
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7.5 Appendix B

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET

You are invited to participate in a project conducted by researchers from the University of Wollongong.
The project title is: Composting: A visceral geography.

PURPOSE OF THE RESEARCH: The study is being undertaken as part of Kaitlyn Rankin’s
Bachelor of Science (Honours) thesis. Her supervisors are: Professors Gordon Waitt and Chris Gibson.
The project aim is to better understand the experiences and meanings of composting. You have been
identified as a possible participant in this study because you compost, and you are over the age of 18.
We would like to better understand more about your composting experiences, how you became
involved, your skills and stories.

RESEARCHERS:
•

Kaitlyn Rankin (Honours Student), School of Geography and Sustainable Communities,

University of Wollongong (contact: kjr697@uowmail.edu.au)
•

Professor Gordon Waitt, School of Geography and Sustainable Communities, University of

Wollongong (contact: gwaitt@uow.edu.au)
•

Professor Chris Gibson, School of Geography and Sustainable Communities, University of

University (contact: cgibson@uow.edu.au)

WHAT YOU WILL BE ASKED TO DO: If you choose to participate in this study, you will be
asked to participate in two activities.

1. Semi-structured interview (around 45-75 minutes).
You will be asked to share your composting stories with Kaitlyn. Your involvement is voluntary. The
conversation will take place at a time convenient to you. The semi-structured interview involves a
conversation with Kaitlyn that will take a life narrative approach. That is, Kaitlyn will ask to share
stories that illustrate your experience of composting. Examples of the sorts of the questions you will
be asked include: Where did you get your composting skills? Have you changed your composting
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practice over time? Has composting changed other everyday practices? What does the compost enable
you to achieve?
You will be asked to quickly doodle or sketch what composting means to you and describe what you
have drawn. At the end of the conversation, you will be asked to take Kaitlyn to your compost site.
Here you will be asked to show Kaitlyn your compost. The conversation will be audio-recorded and
transcribed to make sure that your ideas are reported accurately. Prior to the interview, you will have
time to ask any further questions and a consent form will be given to you. Once the consent form has
been signed the interview will begin. If you would like, you will be provided with a copy of the
interview transcript and/or audio-recording of the interview and will have an opportunity to withdraw
information if you wish to do so.

You will then be invited to participate in either a video or photo diary.

2. Video or Photo diary and follow-up conversation (30 minutes + time taking photos).
Video and photographs are important for sharing experiences. We will invite you to take videos or
photographs of your compost and composting, over the course of one week. Please only take videos
or photos of your composting practices and experiences. The videos or photos should be of your
compost, the things that you add to your compost, or your composting tools. Please do not take videos
or photos of yourself or other people. We will use these videos or photos as a prompt during our followup conversation which will be audio-recorded and take around 30 minutes. We will give you a new
consent form if you are willing to share the videos or photos with the researchers for inclusion in the
thesis or other publications.

All of these activities are voluntary, and you can participate in as many or as few as you wish.

POSSIBLE RISKS, INCONVENIENCES AND DISCOMFORTS: We do not believe that this
research will put you at any risk. We can see no inconvenience, apart from the time taken for the
interview, go-along interview and the follow-up interview. If you decide not to participate in this study,
it will not affect your relationship with the University of Wollongong.

You are free to stop participating at any time. If there are any questions that you do not want to answer,
or that make you uncomfortable, you do not have to answer. You also have license to withdraw any or
all information you have provided up until August 2019 by contacting the researcher, Kaitlyn at
kjr697@uowmail.edu.au. Your stories will always remain confidential through the use of a
pseudonym.

BENEFITS OF THE RESEARCH: This Honours project is supported by the School of Geography
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and Sustainable Communities, University of Wollongong. If you choose to participate, you will help
to document the meanings and experiences that mobilise household composting. Such insights to date
are missing from the literature. The research will be included in an Honours thesis and may be
published in academic journals, presented at national or international conferences. The research may
also be discussed in a media interview or online (e.g. www.theconversation.com.au). The research is
unlikely to have any immediate benefits, but the findings will be used to advocate for composting as
an emotionally embodied spatial practice.

As a small token of our appreciation for your time we will offer you a $20 voucher for Coles or
Woolworths at the completion of participation in research activities you wish to participate in.

ETHICS REVIEW AND COMPLAINTS: This study was reviewed by the Human Research Ethics
Committee, University of Wollongong (Protocol: HREC 2019/206). If you have any concerns or
complaints regarding the way this research has been conducted please contact the UOW Ethics Officer
on (02) 4221 3386 or email rso-ethics@uow.edu.au. If you have any questions about this study, please
contact the project leader, Gordon Waitt on (02) 4221 3684 or email gwaitt@uow.edu.au. This
Participant Information Sheet is for you to keep. Thank you for your interest in this study.
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7.6 Appendix C

CONSENT FORM: SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW AND ‘SHOW AND TELL’
RESEARCH TITLE: Composting: A visceral geography

INVESTIGATORS:
Kaitlyn Rankin (Honours Student), School of Geography and Sustainable Communities,
University of Wollongong (kjr697@uowmail.edu.au)
Professor Gordon Waitt, School of Geography and Sustainable Communities University of
Wollongong (gwaitt@uow.edu.au)
Professor Chris Gibson, School of Geography and Sustainable Communities University of
University (cgibson@uow.edu.au)

I have been given information about the project: ‘Composting: A visceral geography’ in the
Participant Information Sheet and have discussed the study with Kaitlyn Rankin, who is
conducting this research as part of an Honours thesis in the School of Geography and
Sustainable Community, Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Wollongong. I have had an
opportunity to ask the researchers any questions I may have about the research and my
participation.

I have been advised of the potential risks and burdens associated with the study. I understand
that I will participate in a semi-structured interview and ‘show and tell’ of my compost site for
approximately 45-75 minutes, which will be audio-recorded and transcribed. I understand that
my research participation is voluntary, and I am free to withdraw from the study at any time.
If I decide not to participate or withdraw my consent, this will not affect my relationship with
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the University of Wollongong.
I understand that if I would like, I will receive a copy of the interview transcript and/or audiorecording of my interview. I understand that I can withdraw any data that I have contributed to
the project up until the end of August 2019 by contacting Kaitlyn at kjr697@uowmail.edu.au.

If I have any enquiries about the study, I can contact Gordon Waitt on (02) 4221 3684 or email
gwaitt@uow.edu.au. If I have any concerns or complaints regarding the way the research is or
has been conducted, I can contact the Ethics Officer, Human Research Ethics Committee,
Office of Research, the University of Wollongong on (02) 4298 1331 or email rsoethics@uow.edu.au.

By signing below I am indicating my consent to (please tick):
☐ Participate in a semi-structured interview and ‘show and tell’ of my compost
☐ Have an audio-recording of the interview made for transcription

I understand that the data collected from my participation will be used for an Honours thesis
and may be published in scholarly publications (i.e. journals, book chapters,
www.theconversation.com.au). I consent for the data I provide to be used in these ways.

I would like to be provided with a copy of the audio-recording of my interview:
□ Yes
□ No

Signed

Date

……………………………………….

….../……./……..

Name (please print)

………………………………………
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7.7 Appendix D

CONSENT FORM: VIDEO OR PHOTO DIARY AND FOLLOW-UP INTERVIEW

RESEARCH TITLE: Composting: A visceral geography

INVESTIGATORS:
Kaitlyn Rankin (Honours Student), School of Geography and Sustainable Communities,
University of Wollongong (kjr697@uowmail.edu.au)
Professor Gordon Waitt, School of Geography and Sustainable Communities University of
Wollongong (gwaitt@uow.edu.au)
Professor Chris Gibson, School of Geography and Sustainable Communities University of
University (cgibson@uow.edu.au)

I have been given information about the project: ‘Composting: A visceral geography’ in the
Participant Information Sheet and have discussed the study with Kaitlyn Rankin, who is
conducting this research as part of an Honours thesis in the School of Geography and
Sustainable Communities, Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Wollongong. I have had
an opportunity to ask the researchers any questions I may have about the research and my
participation.

I understand that, if I consent to participate in this project, I will take video or photos of my
compost and composting during a normal week and then I will be involved in a follow-up
interview of approximately 30 minutes, which will be audio-recorded and transcribed. I
understand that the follow-up interview that will be audio-recorded and transcribed, based
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around the video and photographs I have taken.

I understand that I am not to take videos or photos of myself or other people, I am to take
photographs of my compost and composting practices that are meaningful to me.

I understand that my research participation is voluntary, and I am free to withdraw from the
study at any time. I also understand that if the researchers ask any questions that make me
uncomfortable, I do not have to answer and that I can stop the interview at any time. If I decide
not to participate or withdraw my consent, this will not affect my relationship with the
University of Wollongong.

I understand that if I would like, I will receive a copy of the interview transcript and/or audiorecording of my interview. I understand that I can withdraw any data that I have contributed to
the project up until the end of August 2019 by contacting Kaitlyn at kjr697@uowmail.edu.au.

If I have any enquires about the study, I can contact Gordon Waitt on (02) 4221 3684 or email
gwaitt@uow.edu.au. If I have any concerns or complaints regarding the way the research is or
has been conducted, I can contact the Ethics Officer, Human Research Ethics Committee,
Office of Research, the University of Wollongong on (02) 4298 1331 or email rsoethics@uow.edu.au.

By signing below I am indicating my consent to (please tick):
☐ I consent to being interviewed in this follow-up interview for this research project
☐ Have an audio-recording of the follow-up conversation made for transcription

☐ I consent to any video or photographs that I send to the researcher for inclusion in
publications being used in publications

I understand that the data collected from my participation will be used for an honours thesis
and may be published in scholarly publications (i.e. journals, book chapters,
www.theconversation.com.au). I consent for the data I provide to be used in these ways.
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I would like to be provided with a copy of the audio-recording of my interview:
□ Yes
□ No

Signed

Date

……………………………………….

….../……./……..

Name (please print)

………………………………………
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7.8 Appendix E
Semi-structured Interview
Themes
1

Would you mind sketching what composting means to you?

Sketch

Would you mind telling me about what you have drawn?

2

I am interested in learning more about where you got the skills and ideas

Composting

on composting.

biographies

How long have been composting?
When did you first learn about composting?
Who taught you about composting?
What attracted to you to composting?
Is climate change a reason that you started composting?

3

What do you like about composting?

Likes and

What do you dislike about composting?

dislikes of

Tell me a success story about composting.

composting

Tell me a story when composting did not go as planned.

4

Whose job is it to gather the materials? (Food waste, dry leaves,

Who does the

cardboard, paper etc.)

work of

Whose job is it to add it to the compost?

composting

Whose job is it to check on the health of the compost?
Is there a composting plan?
How is the compost managed?

5

I am interested in learning more about how composting may shape other

Composting

dimensions of your life.

dimensions

Can you think about other parts of your life that composting practices may

and consumer

have influenced.

practices

Can you think of any ways that composting may have changed other
everyday routines or habits?
What about shopping habits?
What bout diet (less meat)?
What about food purchases?
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What about plastic products? (Plastic replacements, compostable bamboo
items, bags, coffee cups etc.)
What about your everyday food disposal practices? (taking food waste or
compostable items home with you)
What about gardening?
What about social interactions with friends, neighbours or family?
(Composting communities, social diffusion)
What about the ways you use water?
What about the ways you use energy?
If yes….
Think about other parts of your life that composting may have influenced;
did you find that your knowledge of composting has influenced other
sustainable household practices such as these ones mentioned (Or vice
versa)
6

I am interested in learning of the different things that composting may

Compost use

enable you to achieve.
What do you feel like you get out of composting?
What sorts of social connections does composting make possible?
With family
With neighbours
What about connections with…
With food (regrowing your own?)
With the seasons (is it harder in different seasons?)
With bugs
With plants and soils
Does composting cause any tensions? Neighbours? Housemates/family

7

Have you ever lived without composting?

Living

What would change in a situation if you didn’t have a compost system?

without

What would you miss the most?

composting

What would you have to differently?
Do you think you could live without composting? Why?
Would you ever consider giving up composting?

8

I am interested in learning more about the background to your current
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Show and tell

compost system.
May we go and have a look? – and
Could you tell me a bit about the history of your composting system?
Could you tell me about the background to your compost sites and the
technology you use?
Why this compost site?
Why did you choose this particular composting system?
Have you tried any of the other systems?
Who made the decision on the site/system?
Who did the research on the site/system?

How have you modified your system or practices over time? Why?
Where do the materials come from? (Any outsourcing? Friends, family,
purchase?)
Do you use the compost just for leftover foods?
What is taboo from going in to the compost and why?
How does composting fit in to your daily life?
May we have a look at your compost?
Tell me about what we are looking at.
Smells often provoke strong emotions and ideas. May we smell your
compost? – Smelling your compost – tell me more about the sorts of
emotions that are evoked for you?
What do these emotions mean for you?
Likewise, touch often important to convey insights to emotions and ideas.
May we touch your compost? Touching your compost – tell me more
about the sorts of emotions that are evoked for you.
What do the emotions mean for you?
To finish

Thank you for answering my questions –we have been talking about
composting and have covered many ideas. Before we finish today I would
like to give you an opportunity to emphasise something about composting
that you think is particular important – or something that has come to
mind as we have been talking.
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